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ABSTRACT
This study is an investigation of family size preference and the 
use of contraception among some currently married women in Peninsular 
Malaysia. The data are derived from the Ethnicity and Fertility 
Survey Malaysia, 1980 conducted by the National Family Planning Board, 
Malaysia.
Findings from the analysis show that responses from the 
preference questions are not mere rationalisation of existing children 
but are meaningful indications of the family size norms. The role of 
ethnicity in influencing family size preference is quite extensive 
even after controlling for some demographic and socio-economic 
factors. However, the potential role of education especially in the 
rural areas, is significant and may be able to narrow the ethnic 
differences.
The use of contraception seems to generally increase when the 
preferred number of children has been achieved and/or when there is 
excess fertility. However, among the Malays, this is mainly in the 
form of ineffective methods in contrast to the Chinese and Indians who 
tend to use more effective methods. At the same time, there are also 
indications that some women prefer to have excess children than to 
suffer the side-effects of contraception.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
In recent decades Malaysia has experienced significant economic 
growth and profound social and economic changes. The decline in 
mortality and fertility have fallen to impressive levels although 
these changes have not been of similar pattern for each of the ethnic 
groups that make up the heterogeneous Malaysian society. A study into 
the fertility preferences and the manner in which women control their 
fertility could explain some of the ethnic differences.
A number of studies have shown that preferences for family size 
do influence fertility to some extent and that there is a relationship 
between intention and realisation. This is of great relevance to the 
family planning programme in the identification of women who wish to 
implement their fertility intentions successfully.
1.1 Review of literature
Since the first American Gallup Polls in 1936, attempts to 
measure family size values have been made all around the world in 
various ways. While the question on ideal family size in the Gallup 
Polls was an attempt to observe the 'attitudes of persons towards 
population replacement and population growth' (Girard and Roussel, 
1982: 337), other studies were concerned with trends and 
differentials of the acceptable family size norms (Blake, 1966; 
Girard and Roussel, 1982; Ware,^?^).
Page 2
Besides the concept of ideal family size, other concepts such as 
desired, intended/expected, planned and preferred family size have 
been developed in an attempt to predict future fertility. This is 
based on the assumption that as family limitation or family planning 
becomes more available and widespread, the forecasting of future 
fertility would appear feasible, if what people desire are indications 
of their future behaviour. However, empirical studies have shown that 
intentions do not necessarily result in behaviour and thus the 
predictive value of such concepts as ideal family size or desired 
family size have been questioned ( Blake, 1966, 1974; Westoff, 
Mishler and Kelly, 1957; Westoff, Potter and Sagi, 1961).
The predictive value of family size preferences has also been 
criticised as meaningless and invalid especially in a 'society 
characterised by a pre-Newtonian mentality- a society in which the 
number of children is determined by nature, spirits or God’ (Hauser, 
1967:404). The fact remains too that these measures, especially ideal 
family size tend to be close to the actual family size, indicating an 
element of rationalisation on the part of the respondent.
Generally, the measures of family size preference can be 
determined by the way the questions are worded. The concept of ideal 
family size is derived from questions asked of respondents regarding 
the number of children they consider ideal, either personally or in 
general. This could result in some ambiguity but it has been observed 
that when respondents were asked about the ideal size for themselves 
and for the average family, the answers showed little difference 
(Freedman, Baumert and Bolte, 1959: 141; Shah and Palmore, 1979).
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On the other hand, desired family size generally refers to the 
number of children the respondent would like to have if he/she could 
have just the number wanted. Differences in definition exist however, 
where in one instance, desired family size referred to the total 
number of children wanted by the respondent at the time of the 
interview (Whelpton, Campbell and Patterson, 1966). Ryder and Westoff 
(1969) defined desired family size as the number of children a 
respondent would have if she could have exactly the number she wanted 
while Ware (1974) defined it as the actual family size plus the number 
of additional children desired. In addition, the question has also 
been phrased in a hypothetical manner in which the respondent is asked 
to imagine starting her married life again (Knodel and Prachuabmoh, 
1973; Chander et al., 1977). As pointed out by Blake, such a 
question which ’specifies no conditions or points of reference for the 
respondent to take into account leaves him free to answer in whatever 
terms seem relevant to him’ (Blake, 1966: 160). The problem of sex 
preference may also contribute to a change in the stated ideal, 
desired or intended number if one of the sexes has not been obtained. 
A further confusion is added to the fact that in some surveys the term 
desired family size has been used interchangeably with ideal and 
preferred family size (Freedman and Coombs, 1972; Shah and Palmore, 
1979; Stycos, 1968; Young, 1974). Terms such as living children and 
parity are further confusion.
Despite the controversy that surrounds the topic, questions on 
family size preferences have proliferated. While criticisms in the 
developed countries have mainly been focused on the methodological 
aspects, the meaningfulness of these concepts in developing countries
have been questioned.
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Hauser dismissed the usefulness and reliability of ideal family 
size on the basis that some societies are not accustomed to giving 
determinate answers when it comes to children. Moreover, the ideal 
may be the result of rationalisation of the actual parity since in 
some societies it is taboo to say that some children were not wanted. 
Ryder and Westoff (1969), at the same time, argued that the ideal, 
besides lacking validity, is also unreliable and moreover, the ideal 
showed little variance. In addition, Blake’s analysis of white 
Americans’ ideal family size over a quarter of a century had in fact 
shown an increase even though the period of study covered the years of 
social and economic ups and downs (Blake, 1966). Hence, as most 
studies have shown, ideal family size in developed countries are 
generally higher than the actual number of children due to economic 
and social contraints, while in the developing countries, the ideal 
tends to be lower than the actual family size probably due to lack of 
knowledge or control over fertility (Freedman, Baumert and Bolte, 
1959; Girard and Roussel, 1982; Knodel and Prachuabmoh, 1973; Shah 
and Palmore, 1979; Stycos, 1968).
The controversial issue of the meaningfulness of the ideal family 
size concept has, however, been proved wrong in some studies. 
Although Pakistan may be one of the most traditional Asian societies 
with regards to children (Morsena and Stoekel, 1971) ,  Shah and Palmore 
(1979) found responses to measures of fertility preferences consistent 
and meaningful. In Taiwan, similar evidence was also found and the 
ideal’s predictive value was ascertained (Freedman, Hermalin and 
Chang, 1975) .  Further to this body of evidence, Ware argues that in 
both the developed and developing countries, the concept of ideal 
family size will still provide the best means of generating group
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norms regarding fertility intentions and that despite its limitations, 
’ideal family size will remain a measure of pre-eminent value in the 
study of fertility change’ (Ware, 1974: 15).
In contrast, interest in the concept of desired family size has 
been directed to its stability in predicting intentions of completed 
fertility. Bumpass and Westoff (1969) observed that although family 
size values are ’fluid’ in that they can change over the course of 
marriage, it does not mean that they are meaningless. They found a 
relatively high correlation between desires and achievement but only 
if the desires are measured after the birth of the second child. 
Presumably this is the case with developed countries since desired 
family size generally ranges between two and three children while in 
most developing countries it is between three and five children 
(Bumpass and Westoff, 1969; Lightbourne and MacDonald, 1.982; Young, 
1974).
Criticisms regarding the stability and reliability of family size 
preferences in developing countries are probably based upon the 
assumption that these societies are not used to projecting themselves 
into hypothetical situations. However, in the cross-national study of 
some developing countries, Lightbourne and MacDonald observed that the 
percentage giving non-numerical responses to questions on fertility 
preferences, such as ’Depends on God, Fate' , was negligible 
(Lightbourne and MacDonald, 1982: 10).
With regards to the close association between desired and actual 
number of children, Lightbourne and MacDonald concluded that this is 
not only due to post-facto rationalisation on the part of the 
respondent but also due to the effects of underestimation by low
Page 6
parity women and selection effects because of successful use of 
contraception. The study also showed that after controlling for the 
the number of living children, there was little variation in the mean 
desired between the young and the old age groups. Similarly, a study 
by Pullum (1980) also found some evidence of rationalisation in Sri 
Lanka but the close correlation was also explained by the successful 
implementation of desired family size. He concluded that neither the 
rationalisation nor the implementation effects can be said to be more 
important than the other.
The debate about fertility preferences arise due to the 
assumption that these measures can be used to assess the demand for 
family planning. These were usually derived from the KAP surveys 
(Knowledge, Attitude and Practice). Those who support the assumption 
believe that as family limitation becomes more widely practised, 
people would control their reproductive behaviour in order to achieve 
their expressed desires. Some evidence does confirm this assumption 
since studies have revealed that there is a higher correlation between
fertility preferences and birth control than between ideals and
behaviour (Freedman, Hermalin and Chang, 1975; Knodel and
Prachuabmoh, 1973; Shah and Palmore, 1979). The cross-national study 
by Lightbourne and MacDonald (1982) based on the World Fertility 
Survey data further confirms the assumption that fertility preferences 
were in fact related to use of contraception.
Though there is a close correlation between preferences and birth 
control evidence also shows that attempts towards fertility control 
only seem serious when people have had all the children they want as 
compared to those who have not completed their families and therefore
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practise family planning more ’casually’ in order to space the births 
(Bumpass and Westoff, 1969; Freedman, Hermalin and Chang, 1975; 
Lightbourne and MacDonald, 1982; Whelpton, Campbell and Patterson, 
1966). A longitudinal study conducted in Thailand showed that in the 
rural areas, those whose desired family size was equal to or more than 
their actual, were three times more likely to use contraception than 
those whose desired family size was less than their actual family size 
(Knodel and Prachuabmoh, 1973: 633).
In Taiwan, whether a women had a birth was strongly related to 
whether she wanted more children and whether she was practising family 
planning. As such, those who wanted no more children 'subsequently 
had fewer pregnancies and births and practised contraception more, 
regardless of the comparison of actual and ideal numbers of children' 
(Freedman, Hermalin and Chang, 1975: 410). Palmore and Concepcion 
(1980) also found evidence of the above when they studied desired 
family size and contraceptive use in ten developing countries. They 
observed that the ’ideal vs. living’ comparison was not highly 
correlated with contraception but whether the women wanted more 
children or not was more significant. In six of the ten countries 
analysed, the proportion using contraception among women who do not 
want additional children was at least 20 percent higher than among 
those who want more. Similar studies in Pakistan and Korea also show 
the same pattern and that even after controlling for demographic, 
social and economic factors, the relationship between preferences and 
use of contraception still exist (Kim and Choi, 1981; Shah and 
Palmore, 1979).
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1.2 Recent Fertility and Family Size Trends in Peninsular Malaysia
In Peninsular Malaysia, population growth until World War II was 
mainly the result of international in-migration of the Chinese and 
Indians rather than of fertility itself.
The Census counts showed that the total population of Peninsular 
Malaysia in 1911 was 2.3 million, 2.9 million in 1921, increased to 
3.8 million in 1931 and by 1947, the population was 4.9 million. 
Growth rates for the intercensal period 1911-1921 and 1921-1931 were
2.2 and 2.6 percent respectively. However, after the Second World 
War, and with the restriction on migration, natural increase began to 
play a dominant role in the population growth of Peninsular Malaysia.
As observed by Jones (1979) there are four periods in describing 
population growth in Peninsular Malaysia. The period after the Second 
World War saw the population grow from almost 5 million in 1947 to 6.3 
million by 1957 with the rate of natural increase rising from 2.5 
percent to almost 3.5 percent per annum. This increase was mainly due 
to the post-war baby boom in addition to a sharp fall in mortality 
levels due to advancements in medical services and a better standard 
of living. The sharp decline in mortality levels was thus outpaced by 
birth rates, hence making the country ready for rapid population 
growth.
The second phase was the following eight years in which both 
birth and death rates declined gradually, although rates of natural 
increase remained above three percent. Following this, there was the 
period 1964-1970 when the decline in the birth rate was greater than 
the decline in the death rate, bringing the rate of natural increase
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to the former 2.5 percent per annum mark. Subsequently the 1970’s saw 
the persistence of the rate of natural increase at around the previous 
2.5 percent due to slow declines in both the birth and death rates. 
The population then grew from 8.8 million in 1970 to approximately 14 
million in 1980.
TABLE 1.1
Average Annual Crude Birth Rate By Ethnicity 
1947-1979 (Per 1,000)*
Year
Peninsular
Malaysia Malays Chinese Indians
1947-49 42.4 40.6 43.8 47.7
1950-52 43.3 44.3 42.0 45.2
1953-55 43.5 45.5 41.3 44.0
1956-58 45.0 47.7 41.2 44.0
1959-61 41.6 43.8 38.1 44.8
1962-64 39.6 41.7 36.4 41.3
1965-67 36.4 38.3 33.7 37.9
1968-70 33.7 35.9 31.0 33.2
1971-73 31.9 34.0 29.6 33.0
1974-76 30.6 32.9 27.6 29.5
1977-79 29.4 32.4 25.4 28.5
Note: * Calculated in three year average.
Source: 1)Aziz et al., - Malaysia: Population 
and Development, 1981: 65 
2)Department of Statistics, Malaysia- 
Monthly Statistical Bulletin, Peninsular 
Malaysia, November, 1982: 9
In terms of the crude birth rate (CBR) the period prior to 1957 
saw a relatively high and erratic rate. As evident from Table 1.1, 
the average annual CBR for Peninsular Malaysia during the 1947-49 
period was about 42.4 per thousand and reached a peak of approximately 
45.0 per thousand during the 1956-58 period. The forces behind this 
trend have been discussed above. Thereafter, birth rates gradually
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declined and by the 1977-79 period, the annual CBR was about 29.0 per 
thousand.
Due to the fact that Malaysia is basically a pluralistic society 
comprising three major ethnic groups, namely, Malays, Chinese and 
Indians, it is imperative that fertility trends be examined by ethnic 
groups. This is because each ethnic group has shown a different trend 
although in general there has been a decline in fertility. 
Differences in terms of the location and the social and economic 
development of each ethnic group have partly been responsible for this 
pattern.
As evident from Table 1.1, the fertility levels of the Chinese 
and Indians were considerably higher than those of the Malays during 
1947-49, that is, before the fertility decline. While CBR for the 
Malays was about 40.6, the Chinese and Indians had rates of 43.8 and 
47.7 respectively. Since then there have been impressive declines for 
each ethnic group although the Malays' fertility increased for the 
first ten years while others declined.
Though fertility decline was observed among all three ethnic 
groups, it is the Indians who have shown the sharpest decline while 
the Malays' fertility declined most slowly. However, the Chinese's 
CBR remained well below the other two ethnic groups throughout the 
entire period. By 1979, birth rates for the Malays, Chinese and the 
Indians were 33.7, 25.9 and 29.9 per thousand respectively (Aziz et 
al., 1981: 65)
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It has already been noted that the onset of fertility decline 
differed by ethnic group and, as observed by Jones (1979), increasing 
age at first marriage for all these ethnic groups has been the major 
factor in the fertility decline. The median age at first marriage 
increased from 19.0 years in 1957 to 21.6 by 1970. Again by ethnic 
differentials the Chinese women showed the highest median, 23.6, while 
the Indians' age at first marriage was 21.0 years with the Malays 
having the lowest, 20.5 (Aziz et al., 1980: 41-43). Estimates from 
the 1974 Malaysian Fertility and Family Survey (MFFS) also indicated 
this pattern. Changes in marital fertility rates were also 
responsible for the fertility decline.
As mentioned earlier, the decline in the birth rate is proceeding 
very slowly, although the Chinese and Indians show some signs of 
future decline (Aziz et al., 1981; Jones, 1979). Thus future 
population growth and further lowering of fertility is quite dependent 
on changes in marital fertility especially among the Malays. It is 
quite unlikely that higher age at marriage could contribute to this 
phenomenon since age at marriage would probably increase no further. 
This could change if there is a change in the family size norms, such 
as adjustments in the desired or wanted family size accompanied by 
improved education and urbanisation. Several surveys have in fact 
observed some changes in family size values (Chander et al., 1977; 
Kee, 1980; National Family Planning Board, Malaysia, 1966/67).
Table 1.2 shows the decline in the desired family size among 
currently married women observed over the years. The 1966/67 West 
Malaysian Family Survey (WMFS) found the mean desired family size was 
5.1, and this dropped to 4.4 by 1974 (Malaysian Fertility and Family
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Survey). Again, there are differences in terms of ethnicity with the 
Indians desiring the least, the Malays the most and the Chinese being 
in between. Although his survey was not designed to be nationally 
representative, Kee (1980) also found similar patterns in the desired 
family size.
Table 1.2
Mean Desired Family Size, 1966/67, 1974, 1978/79
Period Total Malays Chinese Indian
1966/67 WMFS 5.1 5.2 4.6 5.0
1974 MFFS 4.4 4.7 4.1 3.6
1978/79* 4.0 5.1 4.1 3.1
Note:* Kee (1980)
This trend of a general decline in family size preferences not 
only reflects a change in family size norms over the years but may 
also indicate a future decline in fertility. As was found in the 1974 
survey, 41.3 percent of all currently married women have a number of 
children which was equal to or more than their desired number of 
children. Among these women, 42.7 percent do not want any more 
children. In terms of use of contraception, it was observed that in 
each age group of the above mentioned women, the proportion of ever 
users, current users and past users was higher than those who want a 
future birth. If we consider only those currently using 
contraception, 41.3 percent of women who do not want additional 
children were currently using contraception as compared to about 29 
percent who want more children. This pattern was also observed when a
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comparison is made between the actual and desired family size (Chander 
et al., 1977: 175).
1.3 The National Family Planning Programme
The period prior to 1960 saw no explicit government policy on the 
size and growth of population. Even in response to the United Nations 
First Population Inquiry in 1963, Malaysia stated that it had no 
immediate population problems (United Nations, 1979). However, family 
planning activities were already in existence in certain states, 
carried out by voluntary organisations and interested individuals but 
these were mainly confined to the urban areas.
It was in the mid 1960's when the First Five Year Plan (1965-70) 
was being formulated that the government's perception of population 
growth changed. There was a growing awareness of the consequences of 
rapid population growth upon the economic development of the country 
if population increase was allowed to continue at the existing rate 
(which was around 3 percent). Moreover, there was the effect of the 
post-war baby boom which was increasing the population in the 
reproductive age-groups. As such, the government felt that if the 
birth rate remained at the same level, national income would be taken 
up by consumption rather than productive investment.
A positive population policy and programme became evident with 
the establishment of the National Family Planning Board (NFPB) under 
the Prime Minister's Department by an Act of Parliament in 1966. It 
was established as an interministerial organisation, having statutory 
powers and some degree of autonomy. The programme undertaken was that
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of the contraceptive/clinical approach, as was adopted by many other 
developing countries. Other supporting activities such as training, 
information, education and communication (IEC), evaluation and 
research were geared towards the attainment of the long-term 
demographic objective of bringing down the growth rate, 3 percent in 
1966, to 2 percent by 1985. However, a recent statement by the Prime 
Minister encouraging higher population growth (Population and 
Development Review, 1983) which could provide the domestic market if 
Malaysia were to industralise, may bring about a revision of the 
demographic objective. On the other hand, family planning is still 
being encouraged for spacing purposes.
The family planning service delivery was planned in four phases 
starting with large municipalities and gradually expanding to the 
rural areas. Due to implementation problems in the rural areas, 
family planning services became fully integrated into the existing 
rural health services. Thus, the programme involved the provision of 
contraception services using the existing facilities in cooperation 
with government hospitals, health clinics, private practitioners and 
voluntary organisations.
After 1976, the scope of the national programme was widened and 
remoulded from that of a mere contraceptive service delivery to that 
of population planning at the macro level and family development at 
the micro level. This involved a multi- disciplinary approach to the 
population problem in order to encourage the small family norm. 
Integration of family planning and maternal and child health were 
strengthened, population education was introduced in the school 
curriculum, research was encouraged with the establishment of the
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Population Studies Unit in the University of Malaya and various 
projects were implemented to improve the status of women. It cannot 
be claimed that the family planning programme has been responsible for 
the fertility decline. However, the fact that the programme has made 
contraception more accessible to couples has probably contributed to a 
faster rate of decline (Cheong and Lim, 1982; Jones, 1979).
In terms of programme evaluation, it can be said that the 
programme has been successful and effective. By the end of the First 
Malaysia Plan Period (1966-70) the programme had achieved 80 percent 
of its targetted acceptors. This level was maintained throughout the 
subsequent two Plan Periods and by the end of 1980 the total number of 
acceptors had increased to approximately 1.23 million largely due to 
the widening scope of the family planning programme. Nevertheless, 
continued studies into the demand for family planning services need to 
be carried out and this may be possible in the form of family size 
preferences and the extent of contraception used both for spacing as 
well as termination purposes.
1.4 Research Objectives
Like family size preference, use of contraception is also 
directly influenced by a whole range of demographic, social and 
economic factors in addition to the intervening effect of fertility 
preference. While these factors will be examined in terms of their 
effects on family size preferences, it is not within the scope of this 
study to repeat them with use of contraception. Rather attempts will 
be made to examine in detail what background factors affect a 
particular preference. The relation between family size preference
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and use of contraception will be analysed in terms of the comparison 
between the living children and the ideal/desired number and whether 
amomg those who have reached or exceeded their stated preference, 
there will be greater use of birth control.
Past studies have shown that there is an unmet need for 
contraception, that is, despite having reached the ideal or desired 
number of children and wanting no more birth, there is still a 
proportion of women who are not using any form of birth control, 
although they run the risks of becoming pregnant.
Thus the present analysis primarily attempts to examine the 
relationship between family size preference and use of contraception 
among the Malay, Chinese and Indian women of Peninsular Malaysia. 
More specifically, this study has the following objectives;
1. To assess the meaningfulness and consistency of family size 
preferences.
2. To examine the demographic, social, economic and 
attitudinal/cultural influences of family size preferences.
3. To evaluate the relationship between fertility and use of 
contraception and to find out whether contraceptive effectiveness 
is a function of the achievement of ideal/desired family size.
4. To measure the extent of unmet need for contraception.
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With the above objectives in mind, it is hoped that the following 
analysis may be able to throw some light on the family size norms and 
the factors influencing them. The extent of contraception use among 
some Malaysian women who have attained or exceeded their preferred 
fertility is also hoped to have some implications for policy 
improvement.
Based on the previous review of literature, an attempt is made in 
this study to test the hypothesis that respondents are not simply 
rationalising their own fertility as that of their ideal or desired 
family size. The stated preferences are also not mere random 
responses but reflect some normative limits. In addition, this study 
also hopes to test, the more the difference between living children 
and the number preferred, the more extensive will be the use of 
contraception.
CHAPTER 2
RESEARCH SETTING
2.1 Area of study
This analysis is based on data collected from the Ethnicity and 
Fertility Survey, 1980 conducted by the National Family Planning 
Board, Malaysia. It was part of a collective effort among the five 
ASEAN countries (Indonesia, Malaysia, Philippines, Singapore and
Thailand) to research the ethnic differentials of fertility. The
project was funded by several international agencies with the
Institute of Southeast Asian Studies, Singapore (ISEAS) as the
collaborator.
The survey, which covered only Peninsular Malaysia, was conducted 
in five districts, Kota Setar (in the state of Kedah), the Kinta 
district (in Perak state), Melaka Tengah (in the state of Malacca), 
the Seremban district (in the state of Negeri Sembilan) and the 
Kuantan district which is in the state of Pahang (see Figure 1.1).
Although these districts do not represent an even distribution of 
the ethnic groups in the country, they were nevertheless chosen in 
order to fulfill the ethnic and urban-rural composition requirements. 
In terms of the ethnic distribution, the 1970 Census indicated that 
the Malays form a majority in the Kota Setar and Kuantan districts. 
These are mainly agricultural and fishing areas, the type of work that 
mostly involved the Malays. The Chinese are mainly found in the
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commercial areas of Kinta, Seremban and Melaka Tengah while the 
Indians form a minority in most of the districts with the exception of 
the Seremban district where they make up approximately 21 percent of 
the district’s population (Table 2.1). The fact that there are 
several estates in this district, of which the Indian community is 
mainly involved in, could account for the higher proportion of the 
Indian population there.
Table 2.1
Population Distribution By Districts By Ethnic Group, 1970
Districts Malays Chinese Indians Total
Kota Setar 216,826 67,981 11,379 301,213
Kinta 102,816 306,753 67,536 477,758
Seremban 48,733 83,504 34,882 168,175
Melaka Tengah 84,035 105,830 11,200 96,327
Kuantan 55,887 33,826 6,248 96,327
Note;* Includes ’Other'
Source: Department of Statistics, Malaysia, 1973,
pp. 106-108.
2.2 Methodology
2.2.1 Sampling procedure
The sample areas chosen were based on the first stage of 
stratification in which Peninsular Malaysia was divided into five 
major regions, namely North-west (comprising the states of Kedah, 
Perlis and Penang), the Northern Region (represented by the state of
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Perak), Central Region (states of Selangor and Negeri Serabilan), 
Southern Region (Malacca and Johore) and the Eastern Region (states of 
Kelantan, Trengganu and Pahang). Within each region, a state was 
selected randomly and a district was then selected on the purposive 
criteria of fulfilling the required ethnic quota (a minimum of 600 
cases per ethnic group) which was to be equally divided between the 
urban and rural areas.
Due to the fact that ethnic groups in Peninsular Malaysia are not 
evenly spread across regions and areas, urban and rural samples had to 
be drawn separately. By and large, the selected urban areas in each 
district are where all three ethnic groups are represented while the 
rural areas were selected as typical areas for a particular ethnic 
group and only the specific ethnic group was interviewed in each rural 
area. The sampling frame was based on a listing used by the 
Department of Statistics for their 1979 Labour Force Survey. Each 
district was divided into primary sampling units from which ten per 
cent was selected for listing. Ethnicity was then used for 
stratification and the required number for each ethnic group was 
selected systematically. This was made easy by the fact that the 
listing had information on the ethnicity of the head of household. 
This was then used for screening the eligible respondents.
A total of 2619 households were selected for the survey. These 
comprised 1752 single interviews (currently married females aged 15-44 
years) while the rest consisted of couple interviews in which both the 
husband and wife were interviewed separately. A total of 1882 
interviews were successfully conducted, consisting of 1407 females and 
475 males. In terms of ethnic groups, the total female respondents
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for the Malays were 479 (240 urban and 239 rural), 478 Chinese (240 
urban and 238 rural) and 450 Indians (212 urban and 238 rural). Among 
the 475 male respondents, there were almost equal numbers for each 
subgroup. However, for the present analysis, only data from the 
female respondents will be used.
2.2.2 Questionnaire, fieldwork and coding
The questionnaire used was based on the common core questionnaire 
developed by ISEAS, with slight modifications to suit the local 
context. This consists of structured and unstructured questions with 
topics covering broad areas of the respondent's background, fertility, 
desire for children, family planning, marriage, ethnic attitudes, 
socio-economic status and household information.
All the questions had both the English and Bahasa Malaysia (the 
official national language) versions. Translations into Tamil and the 
Chinese dialects were also made on tape to facilitate easy reference. 
Prior to the actual fieldwork, training was conducted for the 
interviewers mainly in the form of role play, and practice interviews 
were also conducted within the vicinity of the Kuala Lumpur area.
The fieldwork was undertaken by trained interviewers of the 
National Family Planning Board who have been involved in several 
surveys conducted by the Board. Officers were also present to 
supervise the overall fieldwork and to ensure the quality of data
collection.
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The actual interview took approximately one hour to complete. 
Care was taken to match the ethnicity and sex of the respondents with 
that of the interviewers. Since information was also sought from some 
of the husbands, every effort was made to conduct the couple interview 
simultaneously but separately, in order to avoid one influencing the 
other. In general, there was a favourable response from the 
respondents despite some sensitive ethnic questions.
To ensure the quality of data collection, the supervisors did 
random checks on the interviewers and made sure that questionnaires 
were edited immediately upon completion. Internal consistency was 
then checked and revisits were made to rectify the necessary 
information.
After the fieldwork, the questionnaires were again edited and 
then coded at the office by the interviewers who were involved in the 
survey. This was found advantageous as the interviewers were already 
familiar with the questions and thus had better understanding. The 
common codebook was utilised, again with a few modifications. A 100 
percent editing of the open-ended questions was performed so as to 
devise suitable categories. Two main checks were again made to 
eliminate coding errors before data were punched on computer cards.
2.2.3 Data processing and limitations
Data processing and cleaning were performed by the Board's 
computer personnel and every attempt was made to obtain quality data. 
This involved several checks on consistency and where errors occurred, 
checks were made with the code sheets and questionnaires. An
Page 24
unpublished First Country Report has since been written and most of 
the results are in the expected direction.
Although attempts have been made to ensure high quality data, 
results from the survey cannot be strictly compared to other surveys. 
This is because of the sampling scheme adopted where the samples were 
not self-weighting and therefore are not representative of the total 
population. In addition, the samples selected were fixed and 
represent the ethnic groups rather than their proportion to the 
national population. Thus, findings from the present analysis cannot 
be generalised.
Another limitation is that of the rural areas selected which 
should ideally typify a specific ethnic group. These rural areas were 
in fact within easy reach of the urban areas (which in this instance 
happened to be large metropolitan towns) and as such, some of the 
rural findings show some urban tendencies.
2.3 Sample characteristics
The major sample characteristics are presented in Table 2.2. The 
currently married women selected have mean ages ranging from 30 to 33 
years in all the ethnic groups. The urban Malay and the rural Indian 
samples have the two lowest mean ages (30.8 and 30.9 years 
respectively) while the highest mean age is observed among the urban 
Chinese sample (32.5 years). The ethnic differences in age at first 
marriage observed in several studies (Chander et al., 1977; DaVanzo 
and Haaga, 1982; Sidhu and Jones, 1981) are also seen here with the 
Chinese having the highest mean age at first marriage. On the other
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hand, the Indian women in this sample seem to have the lowest age at 
first marriage and not the Malays, as were observed in the above 
studies.
With regards to mean number of children ever born, the rural 
Malay sample shows the highest number (4.4) followed by the rural 
Indians (4.3) and the lowest number is observed among the urban 
Chinese (3.3 children). Although the survey sample is not 
representative of the national population, the observed findings are 
quite close to those obtained in a nationally representative survey, 
that is, the Malaysian Fertility and Family Survey, 1974 (MFFS) which 
was the Malaysian part of the World Fertility Survey. Exceptions 
occur among the rural Chinese and the urban Indian samples where there 
is a difference of one child in comparison to the MFFS findings. Mean 
number of children ever born in the MFFS were 3.6 and 4.2 for the 
urban and rural Malays respectively, 3.6 and 4.5 for the urban and 
rural Chinese respectively while for the urban and rural Indians, mean 
number of children ever born was 4.3 and 4.7 respectively (Chander et 
al., 1977: A140). Comparison of the children ever born and children 
living also shows that child loss seems to be relatively high for the 
rural Indians compared to the other subgroups.
Ever use of contraception among all the women in the sample is 
high, ranging from about 82 to 90 percent. There is not much 
variation among the ethnic groups or in terms of urban-rural 
differentials. This is very encouraging for the family planning
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programme since it indicates that the programme has been able to reach 
both the urban and rural masses. In terms of current use, the 
percentage is still relatively high, between 68 and 82 percent. These 
high levels of use are not an indication of a high desire to terminate 
childbearing but that contraception in Malaysia is also widely used 
for spacing purposes, as past studies have found (Nor Laily et al., 
1982a; Tey and Idris, 1981).
Educational differences among the sampled women are not very 
marked except among the urban Malays and urban Indians who seem to 
have spent a slightly longer period in school (on the average about 
6.8 and 6.1 years respectively). Among the other subgroups the mean 
years spent in school was from 3.7 to 4.9 years. However, as the 1980 
Census shows, educational attainment among the women in Malaysia has 
improved as education becomes more universal and widespread. Not only 
has ethnic disparities been narrowed but also those between males and 
females as well as urban-rural disparities (Department of Statistics, 
Malaysia, 1983: 88-96).
While income data are subject to question with regards to their 
reliability, findings from this survey have not deviated from the 
expected direction. In this instance, income is observed to be both 
ethnic and urban-rural related. Except for the urban and rural 
Chinese, a greater proportion of all the other subgroups in the sample 
belongs to the less than M$500 income bracket (measured by monthly 
couple income). The rural Malays are observed to have the highest 
proportion earning less than M$500 per month (almost 68 percent) 
compared to only about 38 percent and 53 percent among the rural
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Chinese and rural Indian respectively. Although the rural Indian 
women in the sample are observed to be more active in the workforce 
(about 76 percent are currently employed in contrast to less than 45 
percent among the other subgroups) their earnings in terms of couple 
income remain in the intermediate position, probably due to the low 
wages they receive as estate workers.
With regards to the husband’s occupation, the highest proportion 
is found in the Production, Transport and Labourers category in almost 
all the subgroups except for the rural Indian sample. The latter has 
the highest proportion belonging in the agricultural category (about 
45 percent) as compared to only 22 percent among the rural Malays and 
about 13 percent among the rural Chinese. As expected, the Sales 
category is dominated by the Chinese in both the urban and rural areas 
while more of the Malay husbands are occupied in work that involves 
Service (such as the police force, security guards, etc.).
Although there are limitations to the data, the sample 
characteristics show that there is considerable variation between the 
groups of women, making it more feasible to do analyses along ethnic 
lines. As the mean age and the mean children ever born show, they are 
at the stage of reproduction that needs to be researched. Education 
is generally only up to primary level and couple income is relatively 
low as most of the husbands are involved in blue-collar occupations. 
With such data, analysis into family size preference and the use of 
contraception could be of demographic and social importance.
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CHAPTER 3
FACTORS AFFECTING FAMILY SIZE PREFERENCE
3.1 Definition and meaningfulness of preference measures
As evident in the earlier sections, the concept and measurement 
of family size preferences differ throughout the literature. For the 
purposes of this analysis, the questions that provide the focus are 
those of ideal and desired family size. The ideal family size 
measurement is derived from the question,
TIf you were just starting your married life all over again, how
many children in all would you want to have?'
In this question, it is the personal ideal and not the general ideal 
that is being measured. On the other hand, desired family size is 
measured in terms of the respondent’s number of living children plus 
the number of additional children wanted. Although there may be some 
limitations in using such a constructed variable, for the purposes of 
the present analysis, it will be assumed that all the children were 
wanted.
Before going further into the analyses it is necessary to examine 
the responses to fertility preferences in terms of their consistency. 
This may shed some light on their meaningfulness and may then allow us 
to interpret the data with reasonable confidence. To determine their 
consistency, comparisons are made with regards to the respondent's 
ideal number with that of her actual family size and whether
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additional children are wanted or not. Responses are considered 
'consistent' if the respondent reported that her ideal was less than 
or equal to her number of living children and that she did not want 
any more children. In addition, responses are also considered 
'consistent' if the ideal number is greater than the number living and 
that the respondent wants more children.
Table 3.1 shows that the consistency of the ideal family size 
response is high (approximately 87 percent). This is close to some 
studies conducted in Taiwan (90 percent) and Korea (82 percent) 
(Freedman, Hermalin and Chang, 1975; Kim and Choi, 1981) where in 
both instances, the ideal also referred to the personal ideal. Among 
the inconsistent responses, there is quite a substantial proportion, 
about 10 percent, whose ideal is greater than the actual number of 
children and yet who do not want additional children. Although this 
may seem inconsistent, such responses may be interpreted as quite 
reasonable. This is because the ideal question was set in a 
hypothetical situation and the respondent may be thinking in terms of 
ideal circumstances but in terms of additional children wanted, the 
respondent may be replying in terms of her present situation (such as 
economic, physical, social or marital difficulties or her inefficiency 
in controlling fertility) which could lead her to realise that she 
does not want additional children now. Studies by Shah and Palmore 
(1979) and Palmore and Concepcion (1980) have also noted this fact.
On the other hand, consistency of the desired family size 
responses is observed to be 100 percent (table not shown). This is 
due to the fact that the measurement is a constructed variable where
all the children living are assumed to be wanted. Fifty-seven percent
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of all the currently married women in the total sample reported that 
their desired number was equal to their actual number of children, 
indicating that they wanted no additional children while about 43 
percent wanted more children, that is, the actual number was less than 
the number desired.
Table 3.1
Consistency of Responses to the Ideal Family Size
Consistent Responses Percent
Ideal ^  living, want no more 46.6
Ideal > living, want more 40.2
Total 86.8
Inconsistent responses
Ideal < living, want more 2.8
Ideal > living, want no more 10.4
Total 13.2
All 100.0
No. of cases 1407
Another fact that has helped the interpretation of the data with 
some confidence is that all the respondents gave numerical answers to 
the preference question. This is quite contrary to the theory that 
people in developing countries find it hard to give determinate 
answers to questions relating to number of children preferred (Hauser, 
1967; Mauldin, 1965). Even in the 1974 MFFS, non-numerical response 
to the preference question accounted to only 1.1 percent (Lightbourne 
and MacDonald, 1982: 46).
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The meaningfulness of preference questions has also been 
questioned since several studies have observed a close association 
between the ideal/desired number with that of the existing parity (*) 
(Gille and Pardoko, 1965; Hauser, 1967; Knodel and Prachuabmoh, 
1973; Pullum, 1980), thus reflecting a tendency towards rationalising 
the existing children as the number wanted/desired. Nevertheless, 
even if the relationship between desires and actual family size 
exists, it does not necessarily mean that family size preference 
measures are without meaning for analysis.
Tables 3.2, 3.3 and 3.4 examine the extent of post-facto 
rationalisation among the Malay, Chinese and Indian women respectively 
by comparing the ideal family size with that of the actual number of 
children. The ideal rather than the desired is taken for 
consideration since it is more appropriate.
Referring to the following tables, it is quite clear that the 
vast majority of the women in both the urban and rural samples clearly 
have an ideal family size which is not identical to their actual 
number of living children. Among the Chinese sample, a very high 
correspondence (about 72 percent) is observed between the ideal and 
the existing children, particularly among those with four children, in 
both the urban and rural samples. Although this can be seen as a high 
degree of rationalisation, when the fifth- parity women are 
considered, there is only a small proportion indicating their ideal as
-----------------------  (*) The term parity here is used to
denote number of living children and not number of live births.
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this number. If there is indeed post-facto rationalisation, we would 
expect the subsequent parity women to indicate a high degree of 
correspondence between ideal and actual number of children but this is 
not the case (only 18.5 percent for the urban women and about 27 
percent for the rural women). In addition, the vast majority of the 
fifth-parity and higher parities women, at the least about 67 percent, 
in both the urban and rural samples have an ideal ideal that is less 
than their current number of children. It can thus be deduced that 
there is a genuine underlying preference for a certain size among the 
Chinese women, which in this case, is around four children while for 
the other two ethnic groups, there is a wider range of preference.
Overall, it is also observed that the proportion who stated an 
ideal which is less than the number they already have increases 
rapidly with actual family size although for each ethnic group, this 
only starts at certain parities. On the other hand, the proportion 
who stated an ideal number which is in excess of their living children 
shows a rapid decline with increase in the number of living children. 
Again it can be observed that the decline is sharpest after a certain 
parity, demonstrating once more an underlying preference for a certain 
number among these Malaysian women. Thus, it can be assumed that 
although responses regarding family size preference may show some 
tendencies towards rationalisation of existing parity among some 
women, they are however generally good enough for analysis.
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3.2 Number of ideal and desired children
The percentage distributions of the two measures of family size 
preference are shown in Tables 3.5 and 3.6 and at a glance it is 
obvious that there is generally a common family size prevailing among 
all the ethnic groups. A greater proportion of the women indicated a 
preference for four children in both the urban and rural samples 
except for the urban Indian sample. In terms of the ideal family
Table 3.5
Percentage Distribution of Ideal Family Size 
By Ethnic Group By Place of Residence
Malays Chinese Indians
Ideal Family --------------  --------------  ----------
Size Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural
1 0.4 0.9 1.7
2 7.5 0.8 17.1 11.3 33.0 18.9
3 4.6 5.4 20.8 18.9 31.6 34.0
4 42.5 30.5 53.8 53.8 27.8 34.9
5 15.8 23.8 5.0 9.7 4.2 8.8
6 20.8 23.0 2.5 4.2 0.9 0.8
7 5.4 5.4 0.4 1.3 0.9 -
8 2.5 6.7 0.4 0.8 - -
9 and more 0.4 4.2 “* — 0.5 0.8
Total
Mean
N
100.0
4.7
240
100.0
5.3
239
100.0
3.6
240
100.0
3.8
238
100.0
3.1
212
100.0
3.4
238
size, a greater proportion of the urban Indians indicated two as their 
ideal number and three children as their desired number.
However, it is also appropriate to look at the preference in 
terms of a range, rather than a fixed number as the following tables
show that there is a minimum and maximum limit acceptable among each
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ethnic group as well as between those in the urban and rural areas. 
By ethnic comparisons, it is observed that the Malays tended to have a 
higher family size preference in comparison to the other two groups. 
In terms of ideal family size, about 79 percent of the urban and 77 
percent of the rural Malays consider four to six children as ideal 
while among the Chinese the range is between three and four children 
(as indicated by 75 percent and 73 percent of the urban and rural 
women respectively). The urban Indians on the other hand are observed 
to have the smallest lower limit amongst all the three ethnic groups 
with approximately 92 percent saying two to four children as their 
ideal family size, while 87.8 percent of the rural Indian women had 
preference in this range.
The same pattern is again observed for the desired family size 
with the Malays demonstrating a bias towards a bigger family size in 
comparison to the Chinese and Indian women. Because the desired 
family size is a constructed variable (number living plus additional 
wanted) in which the existing children are assumed to be wanted, it is 
noted that the upper range for both the Chinese and Indian samples 
increased to five children, unlike the ideal (four children).
With regards to the aggregate preference, the tendency to prefer 
a bigger family size is again found among the Malays in general, with 
the mean ideal to be 4.7 and 5.3 children for the urban and rural 
women respectively. In terms of the desired number, the same pattern 
is observed but for the rural Malays, the higher mean desired is 
probably due in part to higher parity. For both the measures, the 
Indian women are found to prefer the smallest family size with the 
Chinese lying intermediate. These ethnic differences have been
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observed in several studies although preferences have been measured by 
different means (Chander, et al., 1977; Kee, 1980; National Family 
Planning Board, Malaysia, 1966/67).
Table 3*6
Percentage Distribution of Desired Family Size 
By Ethnic Group By Place of Residence
Malays Chinese Indians
Desired Family --------------  --------------  ----------
Size Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural
0 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.8 2.4 0.4
1 1.3 0.4 0.4 2.1 2.4 2.9
2 7.1 1.3 16.7 10.1 21.2 16.0
3 8.3 7.9 29.2 23.9 25.5 23.5
4 34.6 24.7 30.4 32.4 24.1 30.3
5 17.9 20.1 12.1 15.1 13.2 14.7
6 16.7 23.0 7.1 5.9 6.6 5.0
7 7.5 7.1 2.1 5.0 2.8 3.4
8 3.3 8.8 0.4 2.5 0.5 1.7
9 and more 2.5 6.3 0.8 2.1 1.4 2.1
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Mean 4.7 5.4 3.7 4.1 3.6 3.9
N 240 239 240 238 212 238
Based on the above findings, the subsequent analysis will look at 
family size preference in terms of the average for each subgroup. 
This line of approach is taken into consideration since analyses need 
to be done according to each ethnic group and by urban and rural 
residence. As this would involve several tabulations if demographic, 
socio-economic as well as attitudinal/cultural differentials are to be 
examined, taking the mean scores for each subgroup seems to be an 
appropriate course of action.
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3. 3 Demographic factors
As has been observed earlier, ethnic as well as urban-rural 
differences have come to the fore with regards to family size 
preference. Several demographic factors will be used to examine these 
differences and ascertain whether they are indeed significant.
In general, we can see that demographic factors have a 
significant effect on both ideal and desired family size for all the 
ethnic groups in this urban sample ( Table 3.7 ). Tests of 
significance through analysis of variance were applied for each of 
these factors and, as can be seen, are found to be statistically 
significant at various levels of acceptance. The mean number of 
children considered ideal or desired is seen to vary strongly with age 
for all the three ethnic groups, with the mean increasing with every 
increase in the age group. Similarly, number of living children and 
marriage duration have a profound effect on the size preferred. It is 
demonstrated then, that women in the younger age groups, who would 
tend to have fewer children and would have been married for a shorter 
duration, have a family size preference that is much smaller than 
those who are older, have the most children and have been married 
longest. Could this mean that fertility preference has indeed 
declined among the younger cohorts or is it due to rationalisation 
effects on the part of the older women? As we have seen earlier, the 
comparison of the ideal with the actual number of children indicated 
that the vast majority of the women were not rationalising their 
existing number of children as being their ideal number. In addition, 
comparison of the ideal and the desired number shows that the ideal is 
significantly less than the desired family size among the oldest women
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for all the three ethnic groups, contrary to that found among the 
youngest group of women whose ideal was observed to be more than the 
desired number.
Compared to the age variable, it is clear from Table 3.7 that 
mean ideal and mean desired vary more strongly with number of living 
children. Differences for both the measures by number of children are 
highly significant (p <.001) and that with every increase in the 
number of children there is a substantial increase in the number 
preferred for all the ethnic groups.
One interesting finding though, is that, in all the ethnic 
groups, the mean desired is almost consistently less than the mean 
ideal for those women with three children and less. As Lightbourne 
and MacDonald (1982) have noted, this similarity could possibly be due 
to the fact that the desired family size measure (the terra used was 
wanted family size but the method of measurement is the same as is 
used here) is less hypothetical than the ideal and therefore the 
respondents can give a more realistic measure of their ultimate 
preferred family size. Among those with four children and more, 
however, the opposite pattern is observed where mean desired is higher 
than the mean ideal. This finding could be an artifact of the 
constructed ’desired’ variable where all the living children are 
assumed to be desired.
Marriage duration measured by years since first marriage is also 
observed to be positively related to family size preference. The 
longer the marriage duration, the higher is the family size preference
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for the Malays, Chinese and Indians although differences by each 
marriage duration are not as pronounced as those by number of living 
children. This could be so since the longest marriage duration need 
not necessarily mean that the most children are born in that category.
Although infant mortality in Malaysia is quite low, the incidence 
of any loss of children through death can probably affect the size 
preferred in the family. As can be seen from Table 3.7, differences 
in both the ideal and the desired family size between those who have 
experienced child mortality and those who have not, are quite 
significant except for the mean ideal of the Indian women. However it 
is difficult to say whether the difference is due to infant mortality 
since older and higher parity women have a greater chance of having 
experienced an infant mortality than the younger and low parity women.
Earlier, comparisons were made between the ideal and the actual 
number of children to examine the extent of rationalisation. It is 
observed here that there is some tendency among certain Malay women to 
rationalise the existing children as the number preferred. These are 
women who are in the oldest age-group, those who have four children 
and more and those who have been married longest. Such a conclusion 
is reached because the mean ideal for each of the above categories of 
women is quite close to the mean desired when compared to the Chinese 
and Indian women, whose mean ideal is very much less than their mean 
desired. It may also indicate that these Chinese and Indian women 
were more willing to indicate that their existing number is in excess 
of what they would have preferred if there were to start married life 
again. This could also explain why the mean ideal and mean desired 
for the Malays tend to be almost identical while for the Chinese and
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Indians, the mean ideal is smaller than the mean desired.
Table 3.8 examines family size preference by the same key 
demographic variables for the rural sample and overall, it is quite 
obvious that family size preferences for the rural women differ quite 
substantially from those of the urban women. The positive 
relationship between age and family size preference is similarly 
observed and differences by each age-group are found to be 
statistically significant for the whole sample in terms of both the 
mean ideal and mean desired. The same ethnic differences are again 
displayed with the rural Indians generally showing the lowest family 
size preference in each of the age group, and the Malays the highest 
preference. Surprisingly, the mean ideal and mean desired of both the 
Chinese and the Indians in the youngest age group are found to be 
quite close to what was observed among the same age-group in their 
respective urban samples. One can interpret this as modernisation 
effects among the younger rural respondents but the difference between 
those in the younger age-group and those in the oldest age-group is 
not as significant as that found among the Malay women.
Statistically, the difference by number of living children is 
highly significant as was also observed in the urban sample. However, 
we can see that the differences vary more strongly by ethnicity and 
less strongly by the actual family size. Among those with less than 
two children, the Malay women tended to have a larger family bias when 
compared to the Chinese and Indians and this applies to each parity.
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As was found in the urban sample, the mean desired is 
consistently less than the mean ideal for all the women up to parity 
three probably because of the phrasing of the question which enables 
the women to give a realistic number after considering their current 
circumstances. If this is so, then the preferred number indicated by 
women with three children should be able to provide us as the minimum 
estimate of the number of children that women will ultimately want. 
An inspection of the mean ideal and mean desired for this particular 
category of women show that they are indeed very close to each other.
Since women in the rural areas generally marry earlier than those 
in the urban areas, their marriage duration would therefore tend to be 
longer. Controlled by marriage duration, it is evident that place of 
residence also has some influence on family size preferences. On the 
other hand, in terms of ethnicity, the Chinese and the Indian women in 
this rural sample tended to prefer a smaller family size in constrast 
to the Malays, regardless of the marriage duration. What is also 
apparent is that among these rural Indian women family size preference 
is not affected as much by marriage duration as in the case of Malays 
and Chinese. Among those married 18 years and more, the family size 
preferred by the rural Indian women is relatively close to what is 
preferred by their counterparts in the urban areas. However, this was 
not so for the Malays and Chinese.
The ideal and desired number in terms of child mortality 
experience are also noted to be highly significant as was also found 
in the urban sample. However, compared to the urban sample, family 
size preference is higher in the rural sample if the respondents had
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experienced any child mortality in the family. It is thus obvious 
that place of residence has contributed to an overall higher family 
size preference among the rural women. Ethnic differences are again 
displayed here as was demonstrated by the other demographic variables.
3.4 Socio-economic factors
Mean family size preferences are again examined among these urban 
Malaysian women in terms of several socio-economic factors, as can be 
seen in Table 3*9. Several studies have found that education plays a 
dominant role in influencing fertility and fertility values (Chander
et al., 1977; Cho, 1978; Tey and Idris, 1981). The inverse
relationship between education and family size preference is
demonstrated among all the ethnic groups in this urban sample.
Generallly speaking, both the mean ideal and mean desired family size 
seem to decline quite substantially between those who have no 
education at all (in this instance, formal edudation) and those who 
have ever attended school although among the Indians, there does not 
seem to be any relationship between education and the ideal number of 
children. Differences by each educational level are not so great but 
show a steady decline in the number preferred as education increases. 
This leads to the conclusion that further investment in education may 
be able to bring about a smaller family norm. Now that education is 
almost universal for both boys and girls in Malaysia, such a trend may 
not be impossible among the future generation.
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Although education seems to have an influence on family size 
preference, the ethnic differences are again demonstrated. As was 
mentioned earlier, the Malay women in this urban sample overall had 
spent more time in school than the Chinese or Indian women. However, 
regardless of the educational attainment, the Malay women displayed a 
higher preference compared to the other two ethnic groups. Even among 
those who had attained education up to upper secondary and above level 
(10 years and above) differences by ethnic groups are quite 
significant but differences between the Chinese and Indians in the 
same category are almost negligible.
The expected relationship between husband's education and family 
size preference in each ethnic group appears to hold but husband's 
educational attainment does not contribute to preference as much as 
the respondent’s own educational level. In terms of the respondent's 
own education, differences in the number considered ideal or desired 
are more significant between those women who had no education at all 
and those who had attended primary school. On the other hand, 
differences appear to be greatest by husband's education, between the 
primary and lower secondary categories for all of the ethnic groups. 
Despite the negative relationship observed, ethnicity once more seems 
to influence family size preferences more strongly than husband's 
education itself.
By income differentials (measured by the couple's monthly income) 
the number preferred by all the urban women seems to decrease as 
income increases. Income data in this analysis have been dichotomised 
into those who earn less than M$500 and those who earn M$500 and more
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but even then differences between these two categories are not 
generally significant.
The respondent’s husband’s occupational category has been divided 
to reflect not only the social status but also to make them more 
congruent with the income levels. A negative relationship between job 
category and family size preference is also observed for all the 
ethnic groups, with preference being lowest for those whose husbands* 
occupations are in the highest social strata. However, the 
differences between each occupational category are not as significant 
as the ethnic differences, with the Malays preferring a higher family 
size followed by the Chinese and with the Indians preferring the 
smallest by each occupational category.
Whether respondents work or not can be said to be related to 
fertility and fertility preference since women who work usually tend 
to prefer smaller families because of competition of extra-familial 
interests and requirements for child-care (Freedman, Baumert and 
Bolte, 1959; Pullum, 1980). This relationship is noted among these 
urban women and even though differences are small, it is evident that 
women who work prefer smaller families than those who do not work. 
The urban Malay women in this sample, however, are observed to prefer 
bigger families regardless of their work status compared to their 
Chinese and Indian counterparts.
Table 3-10 illustrates the extent of the influence of 
socio-economic factors on family size preferences among the rural 
sample and in comparison to the urban sample it is evident that place 
of residence has to a certain extent affected preferences across all 
the three ethnic groups. Differences in preference are found to be
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highly significant between educational levels of the respondents 
especially between those who have had no education and those who have 
had education up to secondary level. This trend is, however, noted 
only among the Malays and Chinese. As for the Indian women, it 
generally appears that education does not seem to affect the ideal or 
the desired family size as was also observed in the urban sample.
With regards to the husband's educational attainment, the 
expected relationship is once more observed, with preferred family 
size declining steadily with every increase in the husband’s 
educational level. It is also observed that preferences for all the 
ethnic groups tend to differ quite substantially at a certain level, 
that is, once the husbands have reached upper secondary level and 
above.
In terms of ethnic differences, the disparities between the 
various ethnic groups still persist but one fact remains, that is, 
even if their husbands had achieved upper secondary level education, 
family size preferences among the rural Malay women are still higher 
than those in the urban areas. On the other hand, such differences 
among the Chinese and the Indians are not observed.
The combined income of the couple does not seem to have much 
effect on the family size preference of the rural sample. Differences 
between those belonging in the below M$500 and the M$500 and above 
marks vary only slightly. One interesting fact is however revealed; 
family size preference, for all the ethnic groups in terms of those 
couples whose combined income is M$500 and more, is generally more 
than those earning less. For the Malays, this is revealed in the mean 
ideal number; for the Chinese, in both measures; while for the
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Indian women, it is in the mean desired.
By proportion, the type of occupations the husbands are involved 
in are mainly in the Service, Production or similar categories for the 
Malay and Chinese women. For the Indians most of the husbands are 
involved in farming, forestry and other related works. In general, 
family size preference tends to be smallest among those whose husbands 
are involved in occupations of the highest strata for all the ethnic 
groups, although the Malays tend to have a relatively high preference 
compared to the other two groups. Place of residence is probably also 
playing a part in affecting the Malays’ preference but not so for the 
other two groups. On the other hand, the mean ideal and mean desired 
family size are found to be highest within the Farming and forestry 
category, although among the Indians there is in fact no difference 
between those whose husbands are in the Service, Production and 
similar categories and those involved in agricultural types of work. 
Generally it can be concluded that for the Malays, family size 
preference does not seem to differ by husbands’ occupation as much as 
for the Chinese and Indians.
An interesting feature is observed when family size preferences 
are measured in terms of the women's work status. Unlike in the urban 
sample, in the rural sample it is the non-working women and not the 
working women who prefer smaller families. This is consistent among 
all the ethnic groups in terms of both the ideal and desired family 
size. Differences between those who work and those who do not appear 
to be very significant. While this may be contrary to what is the 
norm, such findings may reveal that those who work are in fact forced
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to do so due to economic difficulties. They would therefore prefer 
more children either for household help or as a source of security in 
their old age. Considering that work in rural areas is mainly that of 
unpaid family worker (with the exception of the Indian women who tend 
to be mainly employed in estates) and that they have to work to 
support the family, it is thus not surprising to find preferences 
higher among these women than among those who do not work at all. The 
lower preference among the non-working rural women may be because they 
are comparatively more educated and economically better off and 
therefore may not have to help in the family farm or business. Hence 
they do not see any reason to prefer larger families in order to 
provide some form of household help.
3»5 Attitudinal/cultural factors
As mentioned earlier, Malaysia is a country highly heterogeneous 
in terms of ethnic groups, culture, language, religion, attitudes and 
levels of social and economic development. Differences in family size 
preference will be examined further through some attitudinal or 
cultural factors in order to see how far such values and attitude 
affect family size preference and to examine how they vary by each 
ethnic group.
In Malaysia, there is a paucity of research using this 
attitudinal, or as some may call it, the psycho-social approach 
(ESCAP, 1981; Fawcett, 1974). This may be partly due to the ethnic 
sensitivities with regards to fertility. One study, however, that has 
thrown some light on this area is that by Kee (1980) where he 
evaluated the values of children perceived by the three major ethnic
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groups in Peninsular Malaysia, among both the adults and the younger 
generation. He observed that the values most frequently cited by all 
the respondents were those of the economic benefits and security that 
children can provide. On the other hand, the psychological benefits 
(such as happiness, love and companionship) were considered more 
important by the urban respondents than by the rural respondents (Kee, 
1980: 148).
The present study examines how such values affect family size 
preferences and whether those who cited the economic benefits that 
children could provide, would tend to have a preference for larger 
family size or not. These values as well as other factors (conjugal 
decision-making and ethnic attitudes) are displayed in Tables 3.11 and 
Tables 3.12 for both the urban and rural samples respectively.
Responses to the value of children in this instance were based on 
the first of three advantages or values mentioned by the respondent 
and therefore may not necessarily reflect the most important 
advantage. A detailed distribution of all the advantages mentioned is 
available in Appendix I. The data have been re-arranged by a ’Yes' 
and 'No* category for each of the broad categories so as to give a 
more meaningful pattern. As can be seen from the urban sample in 
Table 3.11 family size preference tends to be highest when economic 
value is cited compared to the psychological and the social values. 
Here economic value includes household help, help in old age, 
financial and practical help. In other words, the mean ideal and mean
desired family size are consistently high when the respondents
answered ’Yes' to the economic value and 'No* to both the
psychological and social values. For those who gave economic values
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as the first response, the preferred number of children is 
approximately five for the Malays, four for the Chinese and three to 
four children for the Indians.
Surprisingly the Chinese tended to cite the psychological values 
more often than the other two ethnic groups. Mean ideal and mean 
desired family size were observed to be 3.5 and 3.6 children 
respectively. One may argue that a smaller number may be sufficient 
to fulfill these needs but apparently the acceptable limit is around 
the above numbers. A note of caution is however needed since as 
mentioned before, the first mentioned advantage of children is not 
neccessarily the most important advantage. Moreover, questions were 
not asked in reference to any specific value that children could 
fulfill.
In addition to the value of children variable, responses to the 
economic support from children in old age question were also used to 
further prove the positive relationship. In general, differences in 
size preferred between those who expect no economic support, those who 
expect minor support and those who expect major support are quite 
significant with those who expect major support having the highest 
number preferred. This is observed for all the ethnic groups in this 
urban sample. However, among the Malay respondents who do not expect 
any economic support from their children in old age, the mean ideal 
and mean desired is relatively high even compared to the Chinese and 
Indian women who would expect some support from their children. What 
can thus be said is that even if these urban respondents may not 
identify children with the advantages that they can bring, there are
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other forces that influence them to cite a number within an acceptable 
range and that this range varies for each ethnic group.
Conjugal decision-making with regards to children is also 
examined to ascertain the extent of influence it has over the number 
of children preferred. As can be seen from Table 3.11 the vast 
majority of the urban Chinese women indicated that their opinion was 
more important than their husband’s when decisions on having children 
were made. However, both measures of family size preference are 
comparatively close even when compared to those who indicated that 
their husband’s opinion was more important. This is also observed for 
the Malays and Indians although mean ideal is observed to be 
relatively lower if the wife’s opinion is more important. The ’Equal’ 
category involved only a few cases and even then does not show a 
consistent pattern.
Ethnic attitudes with regards to fertility are also investigated 
through the question on whether the socio-economic position of the 
respondent’s ethnic group was better with many children or with few 
children. As is evident from the above table, the vast majority of 
all the ethnic groups responded that few children were associated with 
a better socio-economic position. Although the differences are not 
statistically significant, it is noted that family size preference 
tend to be highest for those who think many children are better for 
their ethnic group’s socio-economic position. It is also again 
demonstrated that the acceptable norm for each ethnic group differs. 
Among those who feel few children are better, mean ideal and mean 
desired family size was 4.5 and 4.6 children respectively for the 
Malays but for the Chinese, 'few children' meant 3.5 or 3*6. For the
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Indians, few was 3.1 and 3.5 children respectively.
Similarly, the value of children among the rural sample (Table 
3.12) only seem to be generally significant when cross-examined with 
the economic benefits children can bring. While there is a generally 
large family bias among all the rural women who gave economic 
advantage as the value children bring, there is still a greater 
pronatalistic attitude among the rural Malay women compared to the 
Chinese and Indians. By each value indicated, these rural Malay women 
preferred family sizes much higher than the Chinese or Indians. 
Whether it is economic, psychological or social advantages, the number 
preferred ranges from 4.9 to 5.6 children whereas for the other ethnic 
groups, they are relatively smaller. In comparison to the urban 
women, these rural Malay women also showed a higher family size 
preference, unlike the Chinese and Indians whose mean ideal and mean 
desired family size do not differ so much from the comparable urban 
group. Thus, while place of residence has not affected the Chinese 
and Indians’ ideal/desired number, being rural based has influenced 
the Malay women’s preference to some extent even after controlling for 
the value of children variable.
The perceived economic value that children can bring is again 
demonstrated by the extent of economic support that the rural women 
expect from their children in their old age. Interestingly, there are 
quite a substantial number of respondents who expect no economic 
support from their children, across all three ethnic groups. Despite 
this, there is relatively little difference in the number of children 
preferred between these women and those who expect minor economic
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support. As expected, the ideal and the desired number is highest 
among those who expect economic support to be major.
In terms of couple's decision-making with regards to children, 
there is no consistent pattern but it is generally noted that the 
majority of all the ethnic groups responded that the husband's opinion 
was more important.
Family size preference is also found to be associated with 
whether the respondent thought her ethnic group's socio-economic 
position was better with many or few children. Statistically, this 
was found to be significant in at least one of the two measures for 
all ethnic groups. Evidently, the ideal/desired number of children 
varies quite substantially between those who thought many children 
were better and those who thought few children were better although 
overall, this seems to be more so among the Indians. It is also noted 
that by proportion, more Malays tend to think many children make them 
better off compared with Chinese or Indian women, and that could 
probably result in the relatively higher preference over the other two 
ethnic groups. Another interesting observation was found among the 
rural Chinese respondents in terms of the ideal number of children, 
where in comparison to those in the urban areas, the mean ideal was 
found to be lower regardless of the attitudinal categories. Could 
these rural Chinese women be responding more positively than the urban 
Chinese when asked the ideal question? It is quite possible that 
reflecting upon a hypothetical situation and taking into account their 
current circumstances, these rural Chinese foresee that it is better 
socially and economically to have fewer children. It is, however,
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beyond the scope of this study to ascertain this probability.
As seen in the preceeding sections, there seems to be persistent 
differences between the Malays, Chinese and Indian regardless of the 
factors cross-examined. Through these bi-variate analyses, it is not 
possible to say whether these differences are really influenced by 
ethnicity or are the effects of a combination of other variables. To 
determine the extent of ethnicity on family size preferences, a 
multivariate analysis (multiple classification analysis) is conducted 
using some key demographic and socio-economic variables (Tables 3.13 
to 3.16). In the analysis of variance, it was found that 
attitudinal/cultural factors were not very significant and hence they 
have been omitted (see Appendice II to V). It is also noted that 
there are some interaction effects between the variables in particular 
the ethnicity and education variables. However, these are significant 
only for the desired family size measure of the rural sample. This 
interaction could be due to the fact that higher education seems to be 
associated with a faster decline in the desired family size among the 
rural Malays and rural Chinese compared to the Indians.
It is thus evident that, as was found in the simple 
cross-tabulations, ethnicity seems to be the most important predictor 
of ideal and desired family size in both the urban and rural samples 
even after controlling for other demographic and socio-economic 
variables. These analyses also support the previous findings that 
family size preference, in terms of both the ideal and desired family 
size are smallest among the Indians, followed by the Chinese and are 
largest among the Malays.
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Table 3.13
Relationship Between Ideal Family Size and Selected 
Variables; Controlling For Living Children, Marriage 
Duration and Number of Children Died- Urban
Grand Mean= 3.80 Adjusted for
Independents
Independent Unadjusted and Covariates
Variables N Deviations Eta Deviations Beta
Ethnicity
Malays 240 0.85 0.86
Chinese 240 -0.22 -0.24
Indians 211 * -0.72
0.49
-0.70
0.49
Education
No schooling 96 0.37 0.22
Primary 352 0.04 0.00
Lower secondary 
Upper secondary
120 -0.25 -0.07
and above 123 -0.16
0.14
-0.11
0.07
Work status
Not working 438 0.01 0.04
Working 253 C\l001
0.01
-0.07
0.04
Multiple R squared .367
Multiple R . 606
Note:* - 1 missing case
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Table 3.14
Relationship Between Desired Family Size and Selected 
Variables; Controlling for Living Children, Marriage 
Duration and Number of Children Died- Urban
Grand Mean= 4.02 Adjusted for
Independents
Independent Unadjusted and Covariates
Variables N Deviations Eta Deviations Beta
Ethnicity
Malays 240 0.68 0.67
Chinese 240 -0.30 -0.31
Indians 211 * -0.43
0.31
-0.41
0.30
Education
No schooling 96 0.76 0.15
Primary 352 0.04 -0.04
Lower secondary 120 -0.37 -0.06
Upper secondary 
and above 122 -0.36
0.22
-0.07
0.05
Work status
Not working 438 0.05 0.04
Working 253 -0.09
0.04
-0.07
0.03
Multiple R squared .629
Mulptipe R .793
Note:* 1 missing case
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Table 3.15
Relationship Between Ideal Family Size and Selected 
Variables; Controlling for Living Children, Marriage 
Duration and Number of Children Died- Rural
Grand Mean= 4.17 Adjusted for
Independents
Independent Unadjusted and Covariates
Variables N Deviations Eta Deviations Beta
Ethnicity
Malays 239 1.10 1.10
Chinese 238 -0.33 -0.20
Indians 237* -0.78 -0.90
0.55 0.56
Education
No schooling 156 0.24 0.19
Primary 430 0.06 0.03
Lower secondary 67 -0.28 -0.22
Upper secondary
and above 61 -0.72 -0.49
0.18 0.12
Work status
Not Working 343 0.02 -0.12
Working 371 -0.01 0.11
0.01 0.08
Multiple R squared .428
Multiple R .654
Note:* 1 missing case
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Table 3*16
Relationship Between Desired Family Size and Selected 
Variables; Controlling for Living Children, Marriage 
Duration and Number of Children Died- Rural
Grand Mean= 4.45 Adjusted for
Independents
Independent Unadjusted and Covariates
Variables N Deviations Eta Deviations Beta
Ethnicity
Malays 239 0.95 0.83
Chinese 238 -0.36 -0.18
Indians 2 3 7 * -0.60
0.38
-0.65
0.34
Education
No schooling 156 0.45 0.10
Primary 430 0.11 0.05
Lower secondary 67 -0.59 -0.17
Upper secondary 
and above 61 -1.29
0.26
-0.40
0.08
Work status
Not working 343 -0.14 -0.09
Working 371 0.13
0.07
0.09
0.05
Multiple R squared .666
Multiple R .816
Note:* 1 missing case
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Although in the urban sample, a decline in the size preferred is 
observed with every increase in education and if the respondent was 
working, the dominance of education and work status themselves are not 
as great as that of ethnicity. This is also noted in the rural sample 
but education seems to play a relatively bigger role in influencing 
family size preference here. Even after controlling for living 
children, marriage duration and number of children that died, it is 
evident that education up to at least secondary level seems to bring 
about a more substantial decline in the size preferred (Tables 3.15 
and 3«16), in particular among the rural Malays and rural Chinese. As 
mentioned earlier, further investment in education among these rural 
women could possibly bring about an acceptance of the small family 
norm. With regards to the work status, it is again noted that family 
size preference tends to be higher if the respondent is working, 
perhaps suggesting the values that parents still place on children. 
However, the role played by these factors in affecting the variation 
of ideal and desired family size among the ethnic groups is still 
small compared to that played by ethnicity.
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CHAPTER 4
FAMILY SIZE PREFERENCE AND USE OF CONTRACEPTION
4.1 Women with excess fertility
As several studies have found, the extent of use of contraception 
is not only influenced by the usual demographic, social or economic 
factors but is to a large extent affected by attitudinal or as some 
may phrase it, psycho-social factors (Fawcett, 1974; Knodel and 
Prachuabmoh, 1973; Palmore, 1981). Several of these researchers have 
tried to understand in greater detail the childbearing behaviour and 
actions taken to limit childbearing. While some have observed that 
fertility or family size preferences do have a relationship with use 
of contraception, others have found the association, although 
meaningful, is small.
In the previous chapter, family size preference in terms of both 
the ideal and desired family size have been analysed by demographic, 
socio-economic and attitudinal/cultural factors. It is observed that 
within both the urban and rural samples there exists a ’crystallised’ 
norm regarding family size with the vast majority of all the ethnic 
groups favouring from two to four children. Preferences also tended 
to be lower among the younger age-groups, among the urban women and 
among those with better education, although there are indications that 
older women would prefer to have fewer children than they currently 
have if they could start married life again. It is, however, not 
sufficient to study family size preference in isolation. It is more
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meaningful if it can be related to attitude and practice of family 
planning. If indeed family size preferences are indicative of the 
ultimate family size, then they should also enable the identification 
of the immediate target groups for the family planning programme.
Several studies conducted in Peninsular Malaysia have revealed 
that not only is knowledge of family planning very extensive but the 
attitude towards family planning is at the same time favourable, 
averaging past the 70 percent mark since 1970 (Nor Laily et al., 
1982). For the present sample, the proportion who approve of married 
couples using birth control ranges from approximately 84 to 97 percent 
(refer Appendix VI).
Tables 4.1 and 4.2 give a picture of the groups of women who 
reached or exceeded their preferred fertility for the urban and rural 
samples respectively. If we assume that these are also the women who 
do not want future births, then they should be those in most need of 
birth control.
An examination of Table 4.1 points out quite clearly that the 
proportion of urban women who have reached or exceeded their ideal 
family size is rather high, especially among the Chinese and Indians. 
Well over 50 percent of them are in this category, giving perhaps an 
estimate of the proportion who do not want additional children. It 
should be remembered, however, that as has been found earlier,there 
are a small number of women in this category who in fact want more 
children, and this could be due to the hypothetical nature of the 
question on ideal family size. In contrast, a greater proportion of 
the Malay women want more children. Nevertheless, for all three
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ethnic groups the proportion who do not want more children increases 
with every increase in the number of living children and is observed 
to rise rather sharply after a certain parity. For the Malays and 
Chinese, this is at the fourth parity while for the Indian women, 
sharp increases are observed after one and two children.
While the ideal vs. living measure may give only the estimate of 
those not wanting additional children, the proportion whose desired 
number equals their number of living children is in fact those who do 
not want more children since the desired measure is a combination of 
actual children and additional wanted. The proportion in this 
category is hence higher than the ideal less than or equal living 
category, as it is assumed that all living children were desired or 
wanted.
The pattern observed among the Malay and Indian women by the 
ideal vs. living measure is again repeated through the desired 
measure. Among those whose living children are equal to their desired 
number, a sharp increase is observed after four children for the 
Malays and after one and two children for the Indians. Among the 
Chinese, the proportion not wanting any more children rises sharply 
from about five percent after the first child to about 47 percent when 
two children have been born and increases steadily with each increase 
in parity. Thus, for the Chinese and Indian women, after the third 
parity, well over half do not want any more children but among the 
Malay women, this is only after the fourth child.
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There is also a small proportion of women in all the ethnic 
groups of this urban sample, who desired no children, even though they 
have not had any children. Although this may seem unlikely, it could 
be possible that these are women who have not had any children after 
some time and may assume that they are infecund and therefore are 
categorised as desiring zero children. Compared to the ideal measure, 
which asks the respondent to think in hypothetical terms, this 
proportion disappears. However, for analyses on the current use of 
contraception such women will be excluded.
Among the rural sample, a common pattern is noted among all the 
ethnic groups (Table 4.2) In terms of both the ideal and the desired 
measures, the proportion not wanting any more children increases 
substantially after three children and generally continues to rise by 
every increase in number of living children. As was observed in the 
urban sample, more than half of these rural Chinese and Indians have 
reached or exceeded their preferred number. The rural Malay women are 
observed to be similar to their urban counterparts with a greater 
proportion still not having reached their preferred number of 
children, but compared to the urban Malays, the proportion is 
considerably less.
There is also some evidence of infecund women among those with 
zero parity in the rural sample. However what comes out clearly is 
that these women still would want/desire children if they were to have 
no physical impairments but for a meaningful analysis of current 
contraceptive use, they will be excluded from further analysis.
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4.2 The relationship between preferences and use of contraception
For the purposes of examining current use of contraception, only- 
women who are exposed to the risk of childbearing will be analysed. 
These will be women who are not pregnant and who have reported 
themselves as being fecund. Fecundity here is based on the 
respondent’s subjective assessment of herself to the question of 
whether she was physically capable of having a or another child. 
Although this may result in some over-reporting or under-reporting of 
fecundity, it is beyond the scope of this study to solve such 
problems. However, women who are using permanent methods (tubal 
ligation, hysterectomy and vasectomy) for contraception purposes are 
also included and will therefore be represented in both the numerator 
and denominator. Contraception use refers to use of both effective 
and ineffective methods, including traditional folk methods.
As seen earlier, the proportion who want no additional children 
differs in terms of place of residence as well as ethnicity. As such, 
contraception will be looked into in terms of the differences between 
the actual number of children and the ideal and desired numbers. This 
is because the differences would be able to identify how far or how 
close the respondent is to her preferred family size and also identify 
those most motivated to use birth control in order to maintain the 
expressed preferences.
As Table 4.3 and Table 4.4 show, use of contraception for both 
the urban and rural samples is high, ranging from 69 to 82 percent. 
This is relatively high compared to any findings of past surveys. For 
instance, in the 1974 MFFS, current use among currently married, 
non-pregnant women was only about 34 percent (Chander et al., 1977:
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142). This proportion includes infecund women, but even after 
eliminating such cases (about nine percent) the percent using 
contraception was still not as high as that found in this study. 
Earlier, some limitations have been discussed with regards to the data 
where rural samples selected tended to be urban bias and in addition, 
the urban samples were in fact those from metropolitan towns. This 
could result in unexpected findings such as above but as mentioned 
before, results from the present analysis are confined to only these 
selected samples and therefore are not indicative of trends found in 
the national population. Nevertheless, the expected pattern between 
the urban and rural samples and between the ethnic groups remains. 
Use of contraception is found to be generally higher in the urban 
areas and among the three ethnic groups, current use is higher among 
the Chinese and Indian women than among the Malays.
The differences between the actual number of children and the 
number considered ideal are categorised into -2 and less, -1, 0, 1 and 
2 and more. The first two categories indicate by how many children 
the respondents are away from the ideal number while 1 and 2 and more 
are the excess children. Category 0 is when the number living exactly 
matches the number considered ideal. It is thus clear from Table 4.3 
that use of contraception tends to be higher the nearer the 
respondents are to their ideal or when they have exceeded it, compared 
to those who have yet to reach their ideal. In both the urban and 
rural samples, the proportion currently using contraception among 
those who have reached their ideal is at least 18 percent higher than 
among those whose living children are fewer than their ideal.
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It is also interesting to note that in both the urban and rural 
samples, even when there is excess fertility, there does not seem to 
be any substantial increase in use of contraception. If these women 
were to act rationally, one would expect birth control to be most 
prevalent among those who have in fact exceeded their ideal family 
size. However, one cannot consider the above finding as inconsistent 
as these women may be those who are more willing to suffer the cost of 
an extra child than to risk the side-effects of contraception. 
Another possibility is that those who have exceeded their ideal number 
could be those in the older age-group and would thus consider 
themselves to be subfecund. As such they would tend to believe that 
they are in no need of any birth control. Such characteristics seem 
evident in almost all the subgroups with the exception of the rural 
Chinese where contraception increases substantially among women whose 
living children have exceeded their ideal number. Despite the low 
increase, we can generally see that when there are more children in 
excess of the ideal number, contraception tends to be high. Hence 
when there are excess children by two or more, the percentage using 
contraception generally is more than when the number living is in 
excess of the ideal number by only one child.
The same technique of analysis is applied to the desired family 
size measure but since the desired measure also indicates whether 
additional children were wanted or not, there are therefore only three 
categories. Categories -2 and less and -1 are those women whose 
desired number is more than their current number and therefore want 
additional children by two or more, and one child. On the other hand,
Page 78
the zero category are those whose desired family size has been 
achieved and therefore are those who do not want any more children. 
This last category should therefore be those women most motivated to 
use contraception in order to stop further childbearing.
As evident from Table 4.4, current use of contraception is quite 
considerable; at least 45 percent are currently using some form of 
birth control even when the desired number is yet to be reached by two 
or more children. This suggests that even among those who are quite 
far away from reaching their desired number, birth control is 
extensively used for spacing purposes. This is especially so among 
the urban and rural Malay samples where about 65 percent are currently 
using some form of family planning. For the same category of Chinese 
and Indian women in both the urban and rural samples, the proportion 
using contraception for spacing purposes is comparatively much less. 
This indicates the possibility that more of the Chinese and Indian 
women prefer not to delay childbirth but once their desired number is 
achieved, contraception is used more for limitation purposes.
Contraception is also found to increase the nearer the women are 
to their desired number of children. This is true across almost all 
of the subgroups with the exception of the rural Malays and the urban 
Chinese where the proportion using birth control decreases when the 
number of living children matches the number desired. This anomaly 
could however be due to sampling errors as findings from other 
subgroups suggest that the use of contraception becomes more likely 
once the desired number is achieved, in other words, when no
additional children are wanted.
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A significant finding is observed among the rural Chinese and the 
whole Indian samples. As was noted in the ideal measure, use of 
contraception for these women is past the 90 percent mark among those 
who have achieved their desired fertility. This perhaps indicates a 
very rational behaviour, that is, those women who have reached their 
preferred number and want no more are in fact taking definite action 
to maintain their expressed preferences. On the contrary, for the 
other three subgroups (urban Chinese and all the Malay respondents) 
use of contraception is not as high, and in fact there is at the most 
about 32 percent who are not using any contraception even though they 
want no future births. The lower use among these women could possibly 
be due to these women being drawn from those who have large families 
and who are more likely to have never used contraception. It is also 
possible that since they also tend to be those who are older and 
perhaps approaching subfecundity, they are more ambivalent about their 
future childbearing and hence are more willing to have another child 
than to suffer the side-effects of modern contraception.
4.3 Effectiveness of contraception and achievement of desired 
fertility
Although as said before, birth control is also widely used for 
spacing purposes, it would be interesting to see if contraceptive 
effectiveness is in fact a function of the achievement of the 
preferred fertility. Another possibility is that the use of an 
effective method is more because no more children are wanted.The 
earlier sections have shown that women who have reached or exceeded
their preferred family size are more likely to be using birth control
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than those who have yet to achieve it. In this section, attempts will 
be made to see if in fact the above mentioned women would be more 
motivated to use the effective methods (pill, IUD, condom, diaphragm, 
foam, jelly, cream and injectibles). The extent of ineffective 
methods used (douche, rhythm, withdrawal, abstention and folk or 
traditional methods) would also be considered.
The type of contraception used among the ethnic groups by 
differences between the living and ideal/desired number of children is 
graphed in Figures 4.1 to 4.3. An examination of the methods used 
indicate that effective methods seem to be more prevalent among the 
Chinese and urban Indian women (Appendice VUto IX). Well over half 
these women are currently using effective methods compared with only 
29 and about 32 percent of the urban and rural Malays respectively. 
Among the 'exposed* rural Indian women, 43 percent are currently using 
effective methods. Although there is a lower proportion of rural 
Indians using effective methods compared to the Chinese and urban 
Indian samples, the extent of ineffective method used among the rural 
Indian women is, however, not as large as that found among the urban 
Malay sample. Surprisingly, 42 percent of the urban Malays are using 
ineffective methods compared to about 37 percent in the rural sample. 
Among the rural Indian women, this is about 39 percent while for the 
Chinese and urban Indians the proportion using ineffective methods
never exceeds 29 percent.
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Figure 4.2
Percent Practising Contraception By Comparison of Living 
Children and Ideal/Desired Number Among ’Exposed’ Chinese Women
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An overview of Figures 4.1, 4.2 and 4.3 shows that the use of 
effective methods among all three ethnic groups is initially low, that 
is, when the number preferred or wanted is yet to be reached, but 
progresses the nearer the women are to their preferred fertility. 
Hence we see that among women whose living children match the ideal 
number, the proportion using effective methods of birth control is 
considerably higher than those who are far away from their ideal 
(Appendice VII to IX). This holds true for all the urban and rural 
subgroups. We are also able to see that overall, there is a trend 
towards a slight decline in the proportion using effective methods 
after zero, that is, when there are excess children. It is likely 
that those who had excess children were not willing to risk using 
effective methods and hence had more children than they wanted. 
Probably for this group of women, the pecuniany and non-pecuniany 
costs of using effective method are higher than having excess 
children. As such the slight decline observed may be the result of 
the selectivity of those who have excess children, that is, these 
women were selected both in terms of the above and their basic 
inability to use the methods effectively.
Similarly, the (living-desired) measure also shows a general 
increase in the use of effective methods as the gap between the living 
and the desired number narrows and reaches a peak when the desired 
number is achieved. This is, however, only for some subgroups as 
different trends emerge for each ethnic group in the use of methods 
once the preferred number of children is obtained.
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Refering to the exposed Malay women (Figure 4.1), it is clearly 
evident that the use of ineffective methods takes precedence over the 
effective methods. By the (living-ideal) measure, although the 
proportion using effective methods in both the urban and rural samples 
is greater when the ideal number is achieved, this is not so when the 
number of living children is more than the number considered ideal. 
When this is the situation, women tended to use ineffective methods 
rather than effective methods, even though there is excess fertility. 
More than half of such women in both the rural and urban samples are 
using ineffective methods and in fact, about 12 percent, at the least, 
are not using any contraception at all.
Even though the excess children categories are not available 
through the (living-desired) measure because of the method of 
measurement, the pattern observed above is again revealed. Among the 
Malay women who are exposed to childbearing but have had all the 
children they desire, and therefore want no more, ineffective methods 
of limiting further births are more widely used than effective 
methods. However, among the urban Malays the use of ineffective 
methods takes a V- shaped form, perhaps indicating that use is more 
prevalent at one end, that is, among the younger women who have not 
had all the children they want and therefore are not using effective 
means of birth control for spacing purposes. At the other end, the 
use of ineffective methods could be more among the older women who 
have had all the children they desire but because they are older, they 
consider themselves subfecund and hence need not use effective methods 
to stop further childbearing. Among the rural women, there seems to 
be no such pattern and in fact the use of ineffective methods
increases the nearer the women are to their desired number and
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supersedes the level of effective methods when the desired number is 
achieved. It it quite possible that these rural women are more 
susceptible to cultural obstacles to contraception compared to their 
urban counterparts and hence would prefer to use less controversial 
methods of birth control. Nevertheless, even if these Malay women 
tend to use ineffective rather than effective methods when their 
desired fertility is achieved or when they have excess fertility, the 
fact that they are using some form of birth control, even though 
ineffective, is an indication that efforts are being made to limit 
further pregnancy.
In contrast, the Chinese women are more likely to use effective 
methods once their preferred fertility is achieved and some resort to 
more permanent methods of contraception (Appendix X). This is also 
the case when the living children are more than the number considered 
ideal. Figure 4.2 clearly illustrates that contraceptive 
effectiveness for both urban and rural Chinese is a function of the 
achievement of the preferred fertility. With the exception of the 
living-desired measure among the urban Chinese, all other indications 
show that the use of effective contraception generally reaches a peak 
when there is no difference between the actual number of living 
children and the number considered ideal or desired. Thus it can be 
said that even when these Chinese women are some distance away from 
achieving their ideal/desired number of children, effective methods 
are used for spacing purposes. They are used in preference to 
ineffective methods, and continue to be used for limitation purposes.
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While the Malays tend to use ineffective methods and the Chinese 
use effective methods when their living children are equal to or more 
than their ideal or desired numbers, the Indian sample on the other 
hand, shows a mixed pattern (refer Figure 4.3). Among the urban 
Indian, it was found that ineffective methods are in greater use when 
the preferred number is still to be achieved. This can be seen in 
terms of both the living-ideal and the living-desired measures. 
However, as the difference narrows, the proportion using effective 
methods increases sharply and continues to rise before tapering off 
when excess fertility is two children and more. Hence, as with the 
exposed Chinese women, the use of effective contraception as a means 
of limiting further childbirth among the urban Indian women becomes 
more extensive once the preferred number of children is reached and 
when there are more children than wanted. It is quite likely that 
these women resort to sterilisation and in fact 95 percent of those 
who are using sterilisation are those who have achieved or exceeded 
their ideal/desired number and those who indicated that they want no 
more children (refer Appendix X).
Unlike their urban counterparts, the rural Indian women who are 
exposed to the risk of childbearing have a higher proportion using 
effective methods even when they are two or more children away from 
the number wanted. There seems to be increasing use of effective 
birth control as they come nearer to the ideal number and reaches a 
peak when the ideal number is achieved and starts to decline when 
there is an excess of one child, but still remains higher than the 
level of ineffective use at the same stage. However, when there are 
two or more excess children, a greater proportion of these rural 
Indian women resort to less effective methods although there are some
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who resort to more permanent methods of limiting childbearing. Of 
those sterilised, 46 percent are those who have excess fertility of 
two or more children (refer Appendix X).
4.4 Unmet need for birth control
The analysis of data from several developing countries that took 
part in the World Fertility Survey has indicated that there is a 
sizeable number of women who want no additional births but are not 
using any form of birth control despite being exposed to the risk of 
pregnancy (Cho, 1978; Palmore, 1981; Westoff, 1978). This unmet 
need for family planning, as it is now commonly termed, persists even 
in countries with extensive family planning programmes. The 1974 MFFS 
revealed that the unmet need among exposed Malaysian women was in the 
range of 47 percent (Westoff, 1978: 179).
Since then several ways of estimating the unmet need for 
contraception have been made available, making it possible for each 
country to measure the magnitude of unmet need in relation to its 
stage of family planning programme development (Westoff and Pebley, 
1981). Westoff and Pebley suggest that there is no one best estimate 
of unmet need, which could be in the form of less accessible supplies 
or family planning education and motivation. At the same time they 
concluded that what may be identified as unmet need may in fact be 
non-existent as the women who have been identified as having unmet 
need could be subfecund and therefore consider themselves as not in
need of family planning.
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In the preceeding sections, where family size preferences were 
examined against the actual number of living children, we have 
observed that there is a proportion of exposed women in both the urban 
and rural samples who are not using any contraception despite not 
wanting additional children. However, unlike current use of 
contraceptives, where only exposed women are analysed, unmet need here 
will be in terms of all currently married women but will focus only on 
those who want no more children.
Table 4.5
Definitions of Measures of Unmet Need *
Criterion 1
Measures
2 3
Wants no more X X X
Fecund, not pregnant X X X
Ideal living X X
Not using any method 
Not using effective method
X X
X
Note:* Adopted from Westoff and Pebley, 19 8 1
Table 4.5 illustrates some of the unmet need measures that will 
be used in the present analysis. Although the simplest measure of 
unmet need is the percentage of currently married women who want no 
more children and are not using any method of contraception, the 
inclusion of non-exposed women, that is, those currently pregnant and 
infecund, may overestimate the level of unmet need and thus such a 
measure will not be adopted. This could be overcome by examining the 
future intended use of contraception among these women, but 
unfortunately such information is not available.
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Referring to Table 4.5, Measure 1 estimates unmet need in terms 
of the proportion of currently married women who want no more children 
but are currently not using any method even though they are exposed to 
the risk of conception (those sterilised for contraceptive purposes 
will be considered as exposed even though they are no longer exposed 
to the risk of conception so that it is possible to see the incidence 
of sterilisation in the assessment of need for contraception). This 
ranges between three to 12 percent among all the currently married
Table 4.6
Percentage Distribution of Unmet Need For 
Contraception Among All Currently Married
Women By Ethnic Group By Place of Residence
Ethnic Group N 1
Measures
2 3
Malays
Urban 240 6.7 4.2 39.6
Rural 238* 12.2 10.1 43.3
Chinese
Urban 240 9.2 8.3 28.8
Rural 238 5.0 3.8 25.6
Indians
Urban 212 2.8 2.4 28.3
Rural 238 3.4 2.5 36.6
Note:*- 1 missing case
women in the sample, with the highest being among the rural Malays 
(Table 4.6). It has been shown earlier that use of contraception 
among the rural Malays is in fact the lowest even when no more 
children are wanted. One possible reason discussed was that these 
women could be more susceptible to cultural constraints on 
contraception use or that they were nearing secondary sterility. As 
such, even though they want no additional children, these rural woman
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are not so highly motivated as to adopt contraception to put their 
attitude into practice. On the other hand, the urban Malays have a 
relatively low level of unmet need (about seven percent). The fact 
that a greater proportion of the exposed urban Malays want more 
children and that among those exposed who want no more there is also 
greater use of contraception could result in this low level of unmet 
need. As for the other subgroups in general, and the Indians in 
particular, unmet need for contraception is observed to be very low, 
only about three percent. Probably this is because there is more of 
them not wanting future births but at the same time is accompanied by 
a high level of contraception.
Since the want no more children criteria may have some validity 
and reliability problems, the estimate of unmet need through Measure 2 
has the added ideal vs. living criteria. Although this may increase 
the reliability of the unmet need estimate, the inclusion of such a 
criteria may present some problems since the ideal family size 
question is hypothetical in nature and there might be some women who 
want more children under ideal conditions. For the purposes of the 
present analysis, responses to the ideal question will be taken at 
face value. Hence Measure 2 of unmet need examines the percentage of 
currently married women who want no more, whose ideal is less than or 
equal to their number of living children but are currently not using 
any contraception despite being exposed to the risk of pregnancy.
Overall, there is a slight decline in the level of unmet need but 
the same characteristics found in each ethnic group using Measure 1 
persist. While we see a decline among the Malays and Chinese, unmet 
need among the Indians in general remains more or less the same by
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both measures. It is probable that while the ideal vs. living 
criteria refines the estimate of unmet need for the Malays and 
Chinese, for the Indians, whether the ideal vs. living criteria is 
added or not does not differentiate the estimate of unmet need. Hence 
it is quite likely that the Indian women in the sample are more 
serious in indicating that no additional children are wanted compared 
to the Malays or Chinese. It is also probable that the Indian women 
in the sample are highly motivated to put their fertility preferences 
into practice, that is, by taking definite action to terminate further 
childbearing.
Measure 3 is a more stringent estimate of unmet need, calculated 
by examining the proportion of exposed women who are not using any 
effective method of contraception even though they want no more and 
their ideal is less than or equal to their living children. Analysis 
from the 197-4 Malaysian Fertility and Family Survey revealed that 
there is in fact a low incidence of use of effective methods among 
exposed women who want no more children (Westoff, 1978: 179) and as 
such the level of unmet need by such a definition is quite high. The 
present analysis also observed that unmet need for contraception by 
this measure is quite high across all subgroups, ranging from 
approximately 26 percent to a high of 43 percent.
We have seen earlier that effective use of contraception is 
greater when the preferred number of children has been achieved, 
especially among the Chinese and the urban Indians. Hence, for these 
groups of women, the level of unmet need is comparatively much less 
than the other subgroups. On the contrary, because ineffective 
methods are in greater use among the Malays and rural Indians once
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they have reached their preferred number of children, this results in 
them having a very high level of unmet need, between 37 and 43 percent 
of all currently married women. These women could be those who are 
approaching subfecundity and therefore believe that the ineffective 
methods they are currently using are good enough for them.
Based on the various measures above, we are thus able to see that 
there is a proportion of women whose needs for contraception are 
lacking. Depending on the measures used, this can range from a low of 
two percent to a high of 43 percent. As expected, the need is greater 
among the rural women and this is revealed through all three measures. 
It is also found that for some, in particular the Chinese and Indian 
women, unmet need is extremely low primarily because these women have 
been successful in implementing their fertility intentions and 
preferences. Despite this, one cannot be complacent as family 
planning services need continued replenishment if these women and 
their younger generation are to implement their preferences 
successfully. On the other hand, unmet need for contraception is also 
noted to be low among the urban Malay women since there are more of 
them wanting additional children but one cannot dismiss the fact that 
contraception for spacing purposes should at the same time, be 
considered and therefore family planning services should be made 
accessible to them. At the other extreme, unmet need is observed to 
be very high especially among the rural Malay women whom we saw are 
less motivated to practise contraception even though they want no more 
children. Since these are women who already have large families and 
tend to be older and therefore those in the high-risk pregnancy group, 
it is thus essential that greater efforts be directed to encourage 
them to use some form of birth control even if they are less effective
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methods or there will continue to be more unwanted fertility among 
these women.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSION
A review of literature on the various concepts of family size 
preference suggests an obvious lack of uniformity in their definition 
and measurement. While this poses problems of comparability across 
cultures, criticisms of their usefulness and meaningfulness are not 
unsubstantiated. However, depending upon one's objective the concepts 
of ideal or desired family size are not without value as the 
preceeding chapters have shown. Although there are indications of 
rationalisation effects among some women, the responses to the ideal 
and desired family size questions in the present data have generally 
been found to be consistent and meaningful enough to allow the 
interpretation of the data with some confidence. The responses also 
show that there is in fact an acceptable family size norm prevailing 
in the society, that is, ranging from two to four children. In terms 
of individual measurement, the ideal number is observed to be less 
than the desired number probably due to the method of measurement. On 
the other hand, even if the desired measure assumes that all the 
children are wanted, which may not neccessarily be the case, it 
nevertheless gives a realistic picture of the respondent’s fertility 
and her desires. As for the ideal family size measure, we are able to 
identify the norm that is acceptable in the society and that, given 
ideal circumstances, most of the women in the survey tend to prefer a 
number that is smaller than the number they are currently having, 
perhaps indirectly indicating that some children were in fact not
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wanted.
Several demographic and socio-economic as well as 
attitudinal/cultural factors have been examined in relation to both 
the ideal and desired family size concepts. As was found in several 
other studies, the key factors associated with family size preference 
seem to be age, number of living children, marriage duration and to 
some extent the educational attainment of the respondent. However, a 
recurrent feature that emerges in the present study is the effect of 
ethnicity on both the urban and rural samples. Similar findings were 
found in both the bivariate and multivariate analyses with the Malays 
being most pronatalistic, the Indians the least and the Chinese being 
in between. These findings seem to in line with past studies that 
have been conducted in Peninsular Malaysia (Aziz et al., 1980; 
Chander et al., 1977; Kee, 1980; National Family Planning Board, 
Malaysia, 1966/67). An interesting fact is that despite wanting the 
least number of children in most of these surveys, the Indians are not 
the ethnic group with the least number of children. It is quite 
probable that they have not been able to implement their fertility 
preferences as well as have the Chinese women, the ethnic group with 
the lowest fertility but given more knowledge and access to family 
planning services, they could be just as successful.
An extension of the study of family size preference among these 
three ethnic groups has been attempted with regards to use of 
contraception. As Freedman, Hermalin and Chang (1975), Palmore (1981) 
and others have shown, there is a relationship between preferences and 
use of contraception. The present analysis also found this 
relationship with use being highest among those who have attained
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their desired fertility. In terms of the ideal family size, use is 
greater among those who have reached or exceeded their ideal number. 
There are also indications that some women would prefer to have excess 
children than undergo the risk of side-effects from contraception. As 
discussed earlier these could be those who are older, have been 
married a long time and are almost nearing their secondary sterility 
and therefore do not see themselves as in need of contraception.
Women who have achieved their preferred family size seem to be 
more motivated to use effective methods of contraception. The study 
reveals that in general, effective use of contraception increases the 
nearer the women are to their preferred number, and reaches a peak 
when there is no difference between the current and the ideal or 
desired number. A slight decline is then observed in the use of 
effective methods among those who have excess children, in particular 
among the Malay and rural Indian women who tend to prefer less 
effective methods. This could be women who are afraid of using 
effective methods and because to them, the pecuniary and non-pecuniary 
costs of using effective methods are higher,resulting in them having 
excess children.
Of special interest for policy purposes is the proportion of 
women who are not using any form of birth control even though they 
want no additional children and are exposed to the risk of becoming 
pregnant again. This unmet need for birth control is especially 
important in Peninsular Malaysia where the family planning programme 
has been fairly successful since its inception in 1966. The fact that 
family planning services are quite accessible even in the rural areas 
suggests that education and motivation for family development,
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especially in the form of planned parenthood is urgently needed.
The method of estimating the unmet need for contraception adopted 
from Westoff and Pebley (1981) shows that at the maximum, there are 
only about 12 percent of currently married women who are not 
practising contraception despite wanting no more children and being 
exposed to pregnancy. On the other hand, in terms of effective 
methods of contraception, this proportion is much higher. At the 
minimum, about 26 percent of these women, who want no more births and 
have children in excess or equal to their ideal number, are not using 
effective means of birth control even though they are fecund and 
currently not pregnant. This is mainly found among the Malay women in 
general and some rural Indians in particular, who seem to be more 
favourable towards ineffective methods as a means of terminating 
futher childbearing. For the Chinese in general and the urban Indians 
in particular, the fact that they are more motivated towards effective 
contraception and to some extent, more permanent methods, results in 
their having a relatively lower unmet need but this does not mean that 
effort at encouraging the acceptance of planned parenthood should be 
left solely as the women's responsibility.
There are no doubts that social, psychological and cultural 
drawbacks are influencing the non-use of effective methods of 
contraception for termination purposes. Nevertheless, the fact that 
the women are using some form of birth control to stop further 
childbearing, even if they are ineffective methods, indicates that 
they are willing to take definite action. Perhaps they should be 
encouraged to continue using such methods so as to at least meet some 
of their need. Otherwise, these women will continue to have more
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children than they want or can afford to have.
The role of ethnicity in determining family size preference, even 
after controlling for the other demographic, socio-economic and 
attitudinal/cultural factors, suggests that further research still 
needs to be done in order to understand the underlying mechanisms of 
ethnic effects. The fact that there is still ethnic sensitivity in 
Malaysia probably causes this lack of research on the ethnic and 
cultural factors of fertility and family size preference.
Although in the multivariate analysis, education does not seem to 
play as dominant a role as ethnicity, the potential role of education 
may be able to close the ethnic differences. As seen in the bivariate 
analyses, the ideal and desired family size declines more 
significantly with an increase in education, especially among the 
rural Malay and Chinese women. Considering that women in Malaysia are 
now experiencing a transition in their socio-economic development, it 
is quite likely in years to come that family size preference will 
continue to decline and with the ability to control their fertility 
this may result in effective implementation of their desires. If 
indeed this is the case, the stated target of 70 million people for an 
industralised Malaysia may be quite difficult to achieve even before 
the middle of the next century. This is because with better education 
and work force participation, the incompatibility of work and 
child-care may encourage women to have the number of children that is 
more suitable to their needs and priorities. On the other hand, if 
the government and individual agencies take definite steps to provide 
sufficient child-care services for their female workforce, such role 
incompatibility could perhaps be lessened and the good work ethics
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that are being advocated by the government may be possible when women 
need not worry whether their children are well taken care of or not.
The predictive validity of the preference measures can only be 
ascertained if longitudinal studies are conducted regularly since 
cross-sectional data as are used here are not able to prove the 
predictive nature of the measures. Although in the aggregate they 
give reliable indications of future fertility, at the individual 
level, the ideal and the desired number do not remain static 
throughout the married life but rather shift up and down depending on 
the individual circumstances. Limitations inherent in the 
measurements used also suggest that more refined methods need to be 
utilised in future research, such as the Coombs IN and IS Scales which 
enable the disentangling of sex preference effects and at the same 
time identify the real underlying preferred number (Coombs, 1974,
1979).
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APPENDIX I
Advantages Attached To Children By Ethnic Group 
By Place of Residence
Malays Chinese Indians
Advantages
Urban
1
Rural
%
Urban
%
Rural
%
Urban
%
Rural
%
Economic:
Household help 5.0 7.5 1.3 1.3 12.2 14.3
Help in old age 8.8 8.8 4.2 7.1 7.0 7.6
Financial, practical help 41.0 43.1 14.6 16.0 40.4 51.7
Psychological:
Rewarding interactions 5.4 5.0 17.5 14.3 4.7 1.7
Companionship, love 7.9 11.7 4.6 0.8 5.2 3.4
Happiness 14.6 10.9 40.4 42.4 7.5 5.9Play, fun, distraction 3.8 4.2 13.8 9.2 9.9 8.8
Living through children - - - 0.4 2.8 2.9
Achievement, power - 0.4 0.4 0.4 3.3 0.8Fulfilment, experience - - - 0.8 - -
Social:
Religion, social obligation 1.3 0.4 - _ _ —
Adult status, social norm 0.4 - - 0.8 1.4 —
Marital bond 7.9 5.4 1.7 3.8 2.3 0.8
Family continuity 3.8 2.1 1.3 0.8 1.4 1.7
Others - 0.4 - - _ _
No advantage - - 0.4 1.3 0.9 0.4
Not determined - - - 0.4 0.9 -
Total 100.0* 100.0* 100.0* 100.0* 100.0* 100.0
N 240 239 240 238 212 238
Note:* Total does not add up to 100 percent due to rounding of 
figures.
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Appendix II
Analysis of Variance of Ideal family Size - Urban
Source of 
Variation
Sum of 
Squares DF
Mean
Square
Significance 
F of F
Main effects 445.620 9 49.513 43.661 P < .001
a. Ethnicity 284.847 2 142.424 125.589 P < .001
b. Education 5.518 3 1.839 1.622 NS
c. Work status 1.795 1 1.795 1.583 NS
Covariates
d. Living children 80.701 1 80.701 71.163 P < .001
e. Marriage duration 7.772 1 7.772 6.854 P < .01
f. Number of children
that have died 0.477 1 0.477 0.421 NS
2-way interactions 9.611 11 0.874 0.770 NS
a x b 6.033 6 1.005 0.887 NS
a x e 1.396 2 0.698 0.615 NS
b x c 2.407 3 0.802 0.708 NS
Explained 455.231 20 22.762 20.071 P < .001
Residual 759.808 670 1.134
Total 1215.039 690 1.761
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Appendix III
Analysis of Variance of Desired Family Size - Urban
Source of 
Variation
Sum of 
Squares DF
Mean
Square
Significance 
F of F
Main effects 1168.201 9 129.800 128.003 P < .001
a. Ethnicity 158.663 2 79.331 78.233 P < .001
b. Education 3.976 3 1.325 1.307 NS
c . Work status 1.980 1 1.980 1.953 NS
Covariates
d. Living children 578.499 1 578.499 570.489 P < .001
e. Marriage duration 30.448 1 30.448 30.026 P < .001
f . Number of children
that have died 0.361 1 0.361 0.356 NS
2-way interactions 8.185 11 0.744 0.734 NS
a x b 5.221 6 0.870 0.858 NS
a x e 0.635 2 0.318 0.313 NS
b x c 2.059 3 0.686 0.677 NS
Explained 1176.385 20 58.819 58.005 P < .001
Residual 679.406 670 1.014
Total 1855.792 690 2.690
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Appendix IV
Analysis of Variance of Ideal Family Size - Rural
Source of 
Variation
Sum of 
Squares DF
Mean
Square
Significance 
F of F
Main effects 663.169 9 73.685 58.351 P < .001
a. Ethnicity 437.793 2 218.896 173.344 P < .001
b. Education 19.891 3 6.630 5.251 P < .005
c. Work status 8.363 1 8.363 6.623 P < .05
Covariates
d. Living children 61.544 1 61.544 48.737 P < .001
e. Marriage duration 4.036 1 4.036 3. 196 NS
f. Number of Children
that have died 11.219 1 11.219 8.884 P < .005
2-way interactions 10.219 1 1 0.929 0.736 NS
a x b 4.861 6 0.810 0.642 NS
a x e 4.371 2 2.186 1.731 NS
b x c 1.428 3 0.476 0.377 NS
Explained 673.388 20 33.669 26.663 P < .001
Residual 875.111 693 1.263
Total 1548.499 713 2. 172
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Appendix V
Analysis of Variance of Desired Family Size - Rural
Source of 
Variation
Sum of 
Squares DF
Mean
Square
Significance 
F of F
Main effects 1 5 4 7 . 4 0 9 9 1 7 1 . 9 3 4 1 5 8 . 1 6 4 P < . 001
a. Ethnicity 2 4 4 . 7 5 6 2 1 2 2 . 3 7 8 1 1 2 . 5 7 7 P < .0 0 1
b. Education 1 1 . 9 7 5 3 3 . 9 9 2 3 . 6 7 2 P < . 0 5
c . Work status 4 . 8 4 3 1 4 . 8 4 3 4 . 4 5 5 P < . 0 5
Covariates
d. Living children 6 8 6 . 3 8 4 1 6 8 6 . 3 8 4 6 3 1 . 4 1 3 P < . 001
e. Marriage duration 2 9 . 9 9 2 1 2 9 . 9 9 2 2 7 . 5 9 0 P < . 0 0 1
f. Number of children
that have died 0 . 2 2 7 1 0 . 2 2 7 0 . 2 0 8 NS
2-way interactions 2 2 . 1 3 9 11 2 . 0 1 3 1 .8 5 1 P < . 0 5
a x b 1 9 . 3 4 2 6 3 . 2 2 4 2 . 9 6 5 P < .01
a x e 1 . 091 2 0 . 5 4 5 0 . 5 0 2 NS
b x c 2 . 2 4 1 3 0 . 7 4 7 0 . 6 8 7 NS
Explained 1 5 6 9 . 5 4 8 20 7 8 . 4 7 7 7 2 . 1 9 2 P < . 001
Residual 7 5 3 . 3 3 3 693 1 . 0 8 7
Total 2 3 2 2 . 8 8 1 713 3 . 2 5 8
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APPENDIX VI
Percent Approve Birth Control By Number of Living
Children By Ethnic Group By Place of Residence
Number of 
Living
Malays Chinese Indians
Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban RuralChildren
0 88.5 80.0 100.0 90.9 100.0 92.9
1 77.8 73.1 90.9 97.0 96.3 93.5
2 82.4 97.3 92.5 100.0 93.5 96.8
3 84.8 81.6 96.8 94.1 84.0 97.2
4 88.0 82.6 97.4 97.5 90.9 93.2
5 88.0 87.5 96.3 96.2 92.9 96.7
6 + 81.8 80.9 96.2 97.2 93.9 94.2
All 83.8 83.7 95.4 96.6 92.9 95.0
N 240 239 240 238 212 238
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APPENDIX X
Percent Using Sterilisation For Contraception Among 'Exposed' 
Women By Comparison of Living Children and Ideal/Desired Number
Malays Chinese Indians
Urban Rural Urban Rural Urban Rural
N 10 8 32 25 66 44
Living-Ideal 
-2 and less 25.0 3.1 1.5
-1 - - 9.4 8.0 3.0 13.6
0 70.0 37.5 43.8 44.0 30.3 31.8
1 10.0 - 15.6 32.0 13.6 9.1
2 and more 20.0 37.5 28.1 16.0 48.5 45.5
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
Living-Desired 
-2 and less 25.0 3. 1
-1 - - - - - -
0 100.0 75.0 96.9 100.0 100.0 100.0
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
